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Resumé  
 
Dette speciale prøver at give svar på, hvorfor vi i den vestlige verden synes at 
foretrække at handle (mad) ind i supermarkeder? 
Hvilke sociale og performative historisk udvikling ligger til grund for denne 
præference? Og hvilke sociale, performative og miljømæssige konsekvenser 
har denne præference? 
Det empiriske grundlag for specialet består mestendels af nutidige 
observationer og historiske beskrivelser fra det vestlige “mad marked”, og vil 
blive komparativt analyseret og sammenlignet med den historiske udvikling 
indenfor teatret og det vestlige ‘performance’ rum.  
Disse beskrivelser vil danne, sammen med primært sociologiske teorier om 
brugen af det offentlige (performance) rum, grundlaget for den endelige 
analyse og konklusion.  
Endeligt vil der sidst i dette speciale komme designforslag til et performativt 
bedre mad marked i henhold til specialets konklusioner.   
 
 
 
Abstract 
 
This thesis investigates the reasons for our (in the Western World) preference 
for shopping (for food) in supermarkets? What social and performative 
historical developments might explain this preference? And what are the 
consequences of this preference? 
Historical descriptions of the performativity of the food market from the first 
Agora’s to the supermarkets of the 21st century as well as from theatre’s and 
Western performance spaces will form the comparative analytical basis, 
together with sociological/Performance theories so as to give a coherent 
historical narrative to explain our current mode of shopping and thus 
contemporary interaction and performance.  
Furthermore, suggestions and designs to the performative ‘betterment’ of the 
food market are given at the end of this thesis.  
 
 
 
The author would like to thank my supervisors Olav Harsløf and Jan Krag 
Jacobsen and illustrators of Superfarmer.com Gitte Kjær and Maria Walther 
 
 
This work is set in Arial font size 12 and consists of 189040 characters (with spaces) or 79 
formal pages.  
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Farmers Supermarket Essay 
 
It’s a clear and crisp late September morning, cold enough to necessitate the 
wearing of a jacket, but still warm enough to let you enjoy the sunny outside in 
comfort.  
I have left ‘my’ neighborhood in order to bike across Copenhagen to go to a 
new farmers market in a somewhat fancier part of town. I only have an hour or 
so available for this visit, so I am anxious to check out the different stalls of 
farmers, producers and merchants, as I hope to purchase some fresh organic 
vegetables and meat for that night’s dinner.  
Despite being pretty familiar with this part of town I struggle for about ten 
minutes to locate the market, which suddenly reveals itself, situated in a tiny 
square-like setting next to a road heavy with traffic to one side, and old 
beautiful redbrick apartment buildings encircling the market on the other 
sides.  
A big orange poster declaring the virtues of the Demeter (bio-organic 
certification) brand rises over the market, reminiscent of a political 
demonstration.  
The atmosphere is friendly and most customers seem a mix of affluent older 
ladies and young (but not necessary less affluent) young mothers with their 
offspring who they nervously look after – naturally so, keeping in mind the 
road next to the market which is already teeming with morning traffic. 
 The stalls are situated in a circle-like formation with a couple of stalls in the 
middle, including a small cooking platform where a chef-like persona has 
started heating a presumably very special porridge to be tasted later. The 
tentative (or perhaps imagined on my part) smells arising from the porridge, 
mixed with the scent of freshly brewed espresso’s (organic of course) from the 
neighboring stall all mix perfectly with the crisp early autumn air with its faint 
smell of decay and the first leaves falling of the trees. I am by now sensually 
awakened and eager to investigate this market further.  
This is done relatively fast as it consist of two stalls selling apples, plus one 
selling apple juice at 40 Kr (5€) a bottle, a stall selling some salad, potatoes 
and rhubarbs, and there is a baker selling two kinds of bread and a type of 
sweet role. Besides the food stalls, there is also a stall selling knitted sweaters 
 5
from organic wool in many lovely and particularly bright colors, and another 
selling hand-crafts mostly clay pots, and finally an information/registration stall 
for those interested in the virtues of bio-dynamic farming and the teachings of 
Rudolf Steiner, you can even sign up for a newsletter – which I don’t.  
In fact, besides a quickly residing desire for a cup of coffee and a sweet role, I 
am essentially turned of by this market, primarily because it is so small and 
the offerings so meager - and indeed so exorbitantly priced that I find it almost 
offensive. 
I am filled with the notion, that this market does not exist primarily to fill 
anyone’s food needs, but rather to showcase a few (judging by the customer 
turnout) peoples need to showcase their own more (environmentally) 
righteous way of living –I am organic therefore I am right and very possibly an 
angel in disguise. 
I walk one last round of the market, trying to think of a clever thing to ask one 
of the apple sellers, but the whole thing eludes me, it feels like going up to a 
Hara Krishna parade asking: why is it Hara Krishna is so great? And as 
opposed to all Hara Krishna parades this market is somewhat more subdued 
– in fact, for a moment I wish for the appearance of a singing and chiming 
Hare Krishna parade…  
 
I quickly flee the market, and in two minutes I find myself in a much bigger 
square where I have left my bike, and where consequently a supermarket is 
located nearby. As I now have plenty of time, and furthermore need to get 
some cash out, I decide to go to the supermarket.  
Supermarkets are interestingly boring places, reassuringly safe but still with 
enough visual credence to make you want something even if that want is 
undetermined on entry.  
But in fact, I quite like supermarkets, even on holiday one of my favorite things 
to do is to breeze through a local supermarket, getting a glimpse of the local 
populace when it is not acting as waiters, guides or strangers on my holiday 
stage. Supermarkets, in a strange way, seem authentic to everyday culture, 
while its ancestor the public market, today seems more like a show – a 
performative landscape of yesterday.   
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I take a casual stroll round the store, checking out the delicatessen with 
cheeses in all forms and shapes (except cow shapes) dressed up in flags 
making it look a bit like an EC-summit.  
And truly it is sort of a summit of cheeses of Europe, Gouda’s from Holland, 
Pecorini’s from Italy, English Cheddar from a factory in Germany (?), high fat, 
low fat, cheese crackers, a cheese wrapped in the image of a laughing cow 
who must surely be laughing in the green pastures of France, or perhaps 
rather in the automatic barns of Germany and Denmark depending on your 
level of cynicism.  
Every cheese, in some way or other, reflects the image of its country, either 
adding or subtracting to the price of the cheese, Italian cheese generally 
being much more expensive than German and Dutch cheeses, and most 
Danish milk-produce have been relegated to the most neutral and cheap 
looking cheeses. Food is not just presentation of nature it is re-presentation of 
culture, objectified life transformed into a subjective identity with its own 
norms, prestige and not least price reflecting these cultural ‘add-ons besides 
the obvious (?) links to nature and its diversity; though even these links to 
nature can seem obscure and monotone in the cultural visual ‘perfection’ of 
the supermarket. 
To a ‘modern’ (often meaning urban) food consumer, the odd shaped fruits 
and vegetables found in the farmers markets can seem almost scary, like the 
head of a pig in the meat section, maybe it reminds us of the constant 
presence of death and its inevitability? 
In any case, this sort of produce just doesn’t seem very digestible in an 
environment where most foods are abstract – almost cubistic in their 
expression – and seemingly infinite in abundance; the perfect illusion of an 
eternal summer, Garden of Eden with air-condition! 
 
Just as the products in the supermarket can be said to represent the 
customers feelings of one self (Marx called this object fetishism) more than 
presenting nature’s variety, then the marketplace of the farmers markets 
seem more like a spatial representation of the political opinionated consumers 
of the affluent urban classes, who can afford the price of ‘living organic’ and 
want to show this through the theater of the farmers market, more than he (or 
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she more probably) wants a sensual experience of nature’s variety. It seems 
like vanity dressed up as a political expression – Plato might object, claiming 
that politics and vanity are in fact complimentary forces! 
 
As I leave the supermarket, having spent quite a bit more time than I originally 
planned, with only a bottle of Chianti to show for it (€5!), I wonder how you 
could integrate these two markets. How to bring the sensuality and open-air 
quality of the farmers market - enhanced by its public and open spatial 
features - together with the super market, with its endless ‘abundance’ and 
less obvious political approach to sociability and food. Apparently you do not 
have to be part of a certain part of the populace to buy food from there, just 
human apparently – but what sort of human being does the silent interactions 
of the supermarket create? 
There must be a way of improving and reconciling the two different modes of 
food shopping.  
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Introduction 21st Century Food Market 
 
 
The marketplace and food are intimately related, indeed this accumulation of 
food is by anthropologists and other theorists alike presumed to be the first 
products exchanged on the first intermittent marketplaces.  
Food Marketplaces are therefore rightly considered one of – If not  - the 
cornerstones to urbanity and thereby civilization, it is the cradle of human 
interaction and culture, provider of meaning and social ritual – ‘The Latin word 
Companion means literally ‘a person with whom we share bread.’1 
 
Food represents a sort of subjective objectivity, a universal intimacy shared by 
all living beings; we all need to eat, but the ‘correct’ amount of food is 
individually determined. We all have individual food needs and wants, but in 
order to fulfill these we need to be able to maneuver within the marketplace, 
to act civilized among our fellow humans ‘As long as we live in society, purely 
physical and individual needs and desires must be mediated by rituals and 
manners.’2 
In order to procure food in a civilized society the rituals and manners of the 
food market must be obligatory obtained by the individual, but these rituals 
and manners can, and will, change with new technological developments, as 
well as work as generators for new developments within the food market.   
To put these relations somewhat crudely in a cause and effect relation, you 
could with some reason claim that: Without the accumulation of food there 
would be no market, without markets there would be little interaction, without 
interaction there would be no civilization, without civilization any development 
culturally or technologically would be severely restrained – time would stand 
still.  
 
Our sensual relationship to food is by nature a given, but the relationship 
between food and our Western civilization is not as straightforward. 
                                                 
1 Visser (1992) 318 
2 Visser 1991 p 330 
 9
It is a story of culture, control and manners among many other determinants 
that have helped shape our relationship with food, and thereby, indirectly but 
influentially, the overall societal development and sensual experience in what 
- in a 21st century context - could be perceived as the celebration of the sense 
of vision – we buy and eat with our eyes mostly, in a supermarket 
environment that celebrates ‘Neatness, cleanliness and noiselessness. 
Because these three general principles are so warmly encouraged in our 
culture.’3 
 
Supermarkets especially, because of their uniform design, rapid global spread 
and hence importance, could provide important clues as to how people on a 
global scale relate to and interact within (public) places in general, as well as 
what influence this (lack of) interaction has on the food we choose to buy, and 
even on how we interact with and perceive our fellow beings.  
Does our interaction and rituals resemble or imitate the uniform design of the 
stores? 
 
A supermarket is full of the sensual abundance of the planet in the form of 
food produce, but as a space in itself it seems almost entirely a visual space, 
devoid of the sensual pleasures like smell, taste and sounds of its ‘founding 
fathers’ the public marketplace. 
Indeed some writers claim that the supermarket by and large is not even a 
marketplace in the traditional sense, but primarily a consumption space.4 
A consumption space where the individual customer is a private citizen in a 
‘public-like’ place, that allows him to move about quickly and silently, two 
adjectives that normally does not do much to encourage interaction, though 
not formally discriminating it either, in fact ‘The supermarket has now become 
the new forum of the modern civic landscape’5  
This is an observation made by Joanna Blythman an admittedly fierce anti-
supermarket advocate. This development is also acknowledged and 
appreciated by architects and planners: ‘The opportunity for creating a civic 
                                                 
3 Visser 1991 p 325 
4 Augé (1995) p 102 
5 Blythman 2004 p 243 
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destination can be one of the most rewarding aspects of being involved in the 
design of retail environments’6 
These comments make the spatial design and social interactions within the 
supermarket context that much more important to try and understand; 
because if supermarkets in particularly has become the focus of civic life and 
interaction, what does this say about our public life and society in general? 
  
The experience the individual customer gets in a contemporary supermarket, 
is tried summed up by sociologist Sharon Zukin, ’Like going to the movies, 
shopping engaged them in a public culture – but in a private space of their 
own’7  
Such a shopping experience can seem a far cry from how the functions and 
interaction described taking place in the first Agora in ancient Greece. 
The ancient Agora was the place to be, indeed it is described as very 
important to give an urban population a sense of community, a shared place 
and not least a (shared) sense of time. ‘The same is true on the widest plane 
of the public world, which, as Arendt has argued, is dependent (in the West) 
on the notion of the agora or forum’8 
 
The agora was not just a place of consumption but an important civic space 
too, where both theatre and politics were ‘played’ out, to the disappointment of 
Plato who considered both evils that would turn citizenship into spectatorship 
– or the ‘Fall of Public Man’ later described by sociologist Richard Sennett as 
actually occurring in the 20th and 21st centuries.  
This ‘Fall of Public Man’ is believed correlated to the rise of standardization 
both of products and spatial urban design, as well as the lack of ritualized and 
expressive sensual performances in public. 
These are all developments that from a tentative performance-design 
perspective, seem to work as - somewhat paradoxical - generators for the 
supermarket concept and its furthering progress.  
 
                                                 
6 Coleman 2006 p 7 
7 Zukin 2006 p 78 
8 Casey 1997 p 241 
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‘The modern city suffers from the lack of public occasion to which the people 
are drawn and for which the halls and streets function as supportive stages.’ 9 
If you believe the quote above, that makes the food market of today extremely 
interesting spatially as well as socially, as It seems to be one of the few 
remaining public places where a flux of people from all walks of life can 
intermingle and interact regularly, excluding only the very rich and the very 
poor.  
It makes the interaction of the food marketplace one of a necessary 
voluntariness so to speak. 
But as opposed to other traditional public places like schools, workplaces, 
churches etc, the level of participation in the food marketplace is very much 
contingent on the wishes and particular social situation of its individual 
participants.   
For instance, in most Western countries we apparently now live in consumer 
societies, but how does the individuals of such a society interact and perform? 
What are their rituals and what is the meaning of the food market to them?  
 
 ‘Shopping is one of those disciplines of the body by which we find our places 
in society. Neither as raucous a carnival as the early modern marketplace, 
where pickpockets mingled with aristocrats and fishmongers, nor as closed a 
community as the general store, where folk traditions and rural isolation 
enforced conformity, modern shopping spaces keep us in our place. Yet we 
mobile shoppers get the effect of constantly moving through times and spaces 
– as long as we keep pushing our carts through the aisles or keep clicking our 
selections into the “shopping cart”’10 
It seems as if it might be primarily the purchase that gives you a sense of 
place, or rather buys you a sense of place (socially). The marketplace is but a 
space to roll through privately devoid of visible social rituals and public 
interaction.  
It is the act of purchase that gives you a sense of place, a sense of place 
perhaps only visible or even understood by anyone else than yourself. 
                                                 
9 Tuan (1977) 173 
10 Zukin 2005 p 29 
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So the question is not if the supermarket environment and social interaction 
does or does not provide its customers with a sense of place or community, 
but what sort of sense of place and community? And not least what rituals and 
performative behavior is possible within such an environment? 
 
When discussing the spatial features and social interaction of marketplaces, 
theatres or indeed any forums of interaction, we are constantly touching upon 
some fundamental issues and values that go beyond, and deeper than static 
aesthetics expressed through architecture, design or the mere application of 
technology.   
We are dealing with basic and often visibly hidden - but transcending - 
concepts like space and time, the rationalities, idiosyncrasies and values that 
guide the expression and design of such spaces and places.  
We as humans perceive and shape spatial features like markets according to 
our use of our senses, our understanding, interaction and use of time and 
space, and these spatial environments in turn affect and alters our 
perceptions of yourselves in a continuously changing performance-design - 
we design performances because performances design us! 
 
As an academic area Performance-design was set up to counter and 
challenge the static notion of the theatre, seeking to reestablish and develop 
theatre and its participatory effect, merging and transcending fields of 
performance from anthropology to theater studies, its aim beautifully 
condensed into this short statement by Professor of Performance Studies 
Mike Pearson ‘I want to make performances that fold together place, 
performance and public’11 
Performance and its design should therefore not be retained to the institutions 
of theatre – themselves often dull static representations of former more 
sensual and invigorating performative experiences – instead this work will 
include to merge and transcend the idiosyncratic division of market and 
theatre in search of the two fields’ shared and divergent performance-designs.  
                                                 
11 Wiles 2003 p 3 
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Spatiality and sociability are not always causally correlated but often the two 
influence each other. Presently informal (often meaning intimate or private) 
behavior seem to have been formalized within the public realm of life, thus 
often making outwardly expressive rituals or manners superfluous or even 
frowned upon as static encumbering emblems of yesterday, and not as 
possible performative means to embed the individual with the community. 
These rituals and manners are often regarded as impediments to ‘authentic’ 
social interaction, and not, if designed correctly, rather as movers and 
instigators of social interaction and exchange of knowledge within the public 
realm.   
Especially within an urban context (urbanity and market interaction 
traditionally being complementary) the focus on the spatial features and social 
interaction is of great importance, as Richard Sennett puts it ‘the experience 
of urban life can teach people to live with multiplicity within themselves. The 
experience of complexity is not just an external event, it reflects back on 
individuals’ sense of themselves.’12 
Just as a space can become a place through interaction, a place in the 
traditional sense can become a space in the mobile era of ‘super-modernity’; 
perceived as a non-place by its users due to its changed spatial setting and 
interaction ‘another example of the invasion of space by text is the big 
supermarket. The customer wanders round in silence, read labels, weighs 
fruit and vegetables on a machine that gives the price a long with the weight; 
then hands his credit-card to a young woman as silent as himself.’13 
 
Food shopping and markets are (therefore?) often deemed part of an 
everyday culture and a form of ‘event’ often relegated to the mundane and 
somewhat unreflective part of our lives and behavior, within environments 
(supermarkets often) that spatially and socially seem to correlate well with 
these low expectations. The act of food shopping today seem to be 
reminiscent of the way industrialized work has been perceived for a long time, 
a thing to be over with so as to be able to do more giving and enriching things 
- echoing the sentiments of the Protestant Ethic: 
                                                 
12 Sennett (2005) 109 
13 Augé (1995) p 102 
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‘When the goods from the trolley have been stowed in the car, and the car is 
back home, a fuller and more human identity is ready at the turn of a key: a 
family, a marriage, children, relatives, friends.’ 14 
Food shopping has for many become a work-like chore to be over with, part of 
the inevitable everyday culture, which biggest reward lies in its fast and 
convenient completion, as well as the fact that it can be done in relative 
privacy. But how did we get there? 
 
Why do we prefer to shop (for food) in supermarkets? 
 
What social, performative and environmental consequences seem 
correlated to the rise of supermarket interaction? 
 
Research questions and initiatives: 
- What social and spatial developments can explain our present mode of food 
shopping?  
- After having answered these questions illustrative and written (essay) 
suggestions to possible changes of the performance-design of the food 
market will be given.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
14 Ashley (1997) p 107 
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Methodology and Thesis Design 
 
 
This thesis is roughly divided into three parts that are not strictly separate 
from each other, but are made up in a way, so as to give the reader the most 
comprehensive and relevant information in order to answer the questions of 
this work.  
This means, that theories are presented as fully and ‘neutrally’ as possible 
considering the different intentions of the various authors included in this 
work. But these theories, tentatively presented in the introduction and 
elaborated on in the second part of this work, will concurrently be applied to 
the previous theories and historical descriptions. 
For instance, when Richard Sennett elaborates on the ocular spectator 
restrained by his or hers own fragile ego causing theatre audiences to go 
silent, these descriptions are constantly tried related to the relevant 
information and theories from the previous chapters (supermarkets as silent 
‘non-places’, for instance) in a form of progressing tentative analysis provided 
so as to maintain and induce the interest of the reader, while continuously 
strengthening and challenging the red thread that hopefully runs through this 
work.  
I would like to make clear already, that this thesis should not be regarded as a 
one-sided critique of the supermarket environment or the spatiality of ‘super-
modernity,’ determining if this particular environment is good or bad, natural or 
unnatural.  
Rather the emphasis of this work is to try and understand why this particular 
way of shopping with its ‘unique’ performance-design came to be so 
dominant, and the possible consequences of this changed behavior in times 
where: ‘Modern institutions lift social relations out of local contexts and 
rearticulate them across indefinite tracts of time-space.’ 15 
Anthony Giddens’ theories of dis-embedding of the individual and local 
community is especially evident and potent within supermarket environments, 
but these changes - this author believes - must be countered and understood 
                                                 
15 Ashley (1997) p 113  
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against the new forms of reflexivity (love), rituals and meanings arising from 
these changed social and spatial conditions.16 
The ‘super-modern’ concept of non-places is brought on by new 
interpretations of space and time re-shaping the spatial development, and 
thereby the social interaction as well.  
So to claim that supermarkets are ‘non-places’ for instance, can only find 
validation by comparative historical analysis, as space and place are universal 
transcending concepts.  
To fully understand these changes and their impacts brought about and 
generated both by social as well as spatial developments intertwined in a 
continuous performance-design, I am not solely prescribing to a ‘pure’ 
constructionist view of the world, but neither am I accepting development as 
objective, best explained through a series of linear occurrences, punctuated 
and validated primarily by ‘neutral’ technical inventions.  
Is a marketplace primarily its static spatial features or is it best defined by the 
human transactions taking place within it? Place is always contingent on the 
specific time and space understanding in which it is described, and always 
relative to earlier historical descriptions of such places and its changing 
interactions.  
 
The first part of this work includes the chapters Introduction 21st Century Food 
Market, and From Agora to Supermarket with the Super Farmers Market 
essay complimentary to these.  
The chapters of this first part describes the contemporary field of 
investigation, outlines the areas of investigation as well as the performance 
prospects for this field, with contemporary theories and descriptions of the 
state of the food market introduced to lend credence to the main questions 
sought answered in this project.  
 
The second part of this thesis includes the chapters Objective Space 
Subjective Values, Private and Public Interaction and Analytical 
Summarization. The first two introducing theories and observations to explain 
                                                 
16 Miller (1998) p 122 
 17
the social and spatial state of the contemporary food market, loosely divided – 
in accordance with this works’ academic point of view, that spatial and social 
issues continuously influence each other - into a spatial and a social 
explanatory chapter. 
Both chapters refer concurrently back to each other and the first part of this 
thesis, so as to make the relevancy of the theories and historical descriptions 
introduced more prominent and understandable.  
Because of the limited accessible information regarding the specific history of 
the food market, this project – in accordance with its academic foundation in 
Performance-design – has sought much empirical validation for its 
investigation by using historical description from the sphere of Western 
performance space and theatre, which has gone through many similar social 
and spatial transformations as the food market.  
These theories and descriptions are analytically pieced together in the chapter 
‘Analytical Summarization’, expanded and discussed further in ‘A 
Performance Paradox’.  
The chapter entitled ‘My English House’ attempts to deduce and identify, from 
a historical text, the main points and reasons to our current social and spatial 
state of food shopping, in tradition with the methodology used by most of the 
authors whose literature feature prominently in this project.  
 
Part three includes the ‘Conclusion’, ‘Perspectives and Critique’ and the essay 
‘Superfarmer.com’.  
This part of the work seeks to conclude and summarize the main points of this 
work in a coherent manner which should allow for the answering of the main 
questions, providing answers as to how we in the Western World arrived at 
such a unique way of interacting and shopping for food; as well as 
suggestions as to what and how we can move beyond this mode of shopping 
(interaction), with reference to the theories, historical descriptions and 
analysis of this work.  
These suggestions are sought described and visually illustrated in The 
SuperFarmer.com essay, which describes the spatial and social setting of a 
future farmers market (and supermarket); bringing forward and making 
obvious some of the positive and negative main points of the overall literature 
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used in this work, while re-connecting the overall conclusions of this work with 
the tentative questions and observations from the initial essay, together 
forming a coherent narrative.   
Notes and additional visual material on the illustrative design-process can be 
found in the appendix to this work after Literature and References.  
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Farmers Supermarket Essay -  Reasons and observations for this work.  
Formal Introduction – Introduction to the contemporary food market socially 
and spatially, including criticisms and observations that together with the 
essay make up the foundation for the questions sought explained and 
answered in this work.  
 
From Agora to Supermarket  
- A brief social and spatial history of the social and spatial development of the 
Western marketplace from the first agora to a global food networks and retail.  
 
 
Objective Space Subjective Values  Public and Private 
Interaction 
(Spatial)      (Social) 
Form over Matter  
      Fall of Public Man   
  
Sense of Vision     
      History of Manners 
The origins and interconnectedness 
Of the supremacy of vision and  
‘objectivity’ 
 
 
Interaction in Objective Space  Western Performance Space 
The contemporary social experience of  (Spatial) 
 the supermarket.    
(Social)  
Food and the Environment 
Environmental consequences. 
 
Analytical Summarization 
My English House – Applying the theories and historical evidence from the 
previous chapters on a historical text, to explain the contemporary social and 
spatial state of the food market.  
A Performance Paradox 
 
Conclusion  - Summary of analytical points and answers to main questions.  
Perspectives and Critique – Investigating the methods, theories, historical 
descriptions among other factors to explain my results and conclusions, their 
scientific validity and future elaborations.  
SuperFarmer.com Essay – Written and illustrative performance-design 
initiatives for the contemporary food market.  
Literature and References + Appendix -Notes work-process 
Superfarmer.com 
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From Agora to Supermarket 
- A brief history of the social and spatial development of the Western 
marketplace  
 
Food Markets occupy a fundamental place in human development, from the 
earliest human gatherings to today’s gigantropolis’. From humble makeshift 
markets with only basic local food stuff available, to the hypermarkets of today 
with its huge offerings of globally sourced foodstuff for the pleasure of the 
predominantly urban population.  
The history of the food market is intrinsically linked to the history and origins 
of the city, the establishment of a successful food market were - and still 
remains - a cornerstone in any city development, and a great symptom of how 
(well) a society is doing.  
This chapter will focus on some of the most important developments of the 
Western food market.  
 
Traditionally the food market has been situated in a public place where private 
vendors could gather, exchange, sell and barter goods of food.  
As cities grew, food markets were traditionally located in the civic center – ‘A 
large open square reserved for all public functions. The civic center, or agora 
as it was known in the ancient Greek world, served as the site not only for 
trade and commerce but also for administration, legislative, judicial, social, 
and religious activities. The location of markets in the agora was convenient 
for city dwellers, vendors bringing goods by road or water and officials 
responsible for overseeing the markets.’ 17 
The market’s role was not merely a space of exchange of goods as many 
critics today view modern food shopping facilities: ‘From a market place to a 
‘consumption space’’18, but also as a center of civic interaction, where the 
surrounding world  (in the form of produce) was brought into the city. It was a 
                                                 
17 Tangires (2007) p 9 
18 Augé (1996) p 107 
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place where the city was brought together, unified in, and developing some of 
the basic activities of civilization.  
 
The Agora itself was often just the main town square, ‘This was an open 
square formed as a meeting-place, often between the ruling palace and the 
town’s principal buildings, and was intermittently used as a market’ 19 
As such, the Agora was as much a cultural phenomenon as it was a spatial 
entity - there was only trade and stalls when there were traders. 
This spatial tradition changed somewhat in the hands of the Romans, who 
continued the tradition of market days in public squares, but also created 
some of the world’s first permanent shops and indeed the world’s first - and 
according to many archeologists and historians also the most beautiful and 
impressive -shopping centre, which was located in the Forum Romanum and 
Trajan’s Forum with: ‘about 150 shops on various levels selling wine, grain 
and oil’20. The act of trading got its first permanent spatial expression on a 
grander more permanent scale than seen before in the Western World. 
                                                 
19 Coleman 2006 p 19 
20 Coleman 2006 p 20 
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Trajan’s Market, Rome, second century AD, (Brockhampton Press 1969) 
 
Millennia had to pass before such shopping splendor was to be achieved 
again after the demise of the Roman Empire. The demise of the empire had a 
big impact on Rome the city as well, which shrank to almost pre – empire size 
(approximately 6.000 inhabitants) from a population of over 1000.000! 
These numbers indicate the important relationship between city and nature, 
as the Romans were cut of from the grain supply of Northern Africa trading 
ceased, and with it the markets and shops relying on these products. 
Cities have thus always put great emphasis on well functioning markets. City 
planners today know that no part of a city can do without a market; indeed a 
(food) market is often the first permanent fixture in a new building and housing 
development. A good example of this development can be found in 
Scandinavia’s biggest Shopping Center ‘Fields’ located on the outskirts of 
Copenhagen. Here the shopping mall arrived before any adequate housing 
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was available locally to support such an enterprise, thereby to some degree 
reversing the logic of the market, from the market being contingent on a flux of 
people to exist, to the people being contingent on the market in order to exist!  
 
For the next many centuries the concept of a permanent market square 
became mainstream in all European cities. Most cities – of some size –in the 
Middle Ages would build covered town halls which doubled in function: ‘The 
early market and town hall buildings combined the two uses and were two-
storey buildings with a council chamber on the first floor for administering the 
town, the guilds and the market.’21 
Though we are still a long way from today’s enclosed shopping malls or 
supermarkets, we can begin to appreciate the spatial changes towards more 
covered and indoor markets with a mix of permanent shops, as well as 
occasional farmers and traders with temporary stalls. 
At this point in time it is also possible to observe the ‘first’ signs of a seller 
profession, with professional sellers in permanent shops/stalls who do not 
necessarily produce anything themselves, but are intermediaries between 
customers and produce primarily, thereby changing the roles and interaction 
within the market. The near completion towards this ‘professional sellers 
market’ for foodstuff would have to wait for the advent of the supermarkets in 
the 20th century. 
 
As international trade shoot up in Europe during the 15th and 16th century, 
markets flourished both in numbers and sizes, and an increasing 
specialization took place, separating meat sellers from vegetables sellers for 
example.  
This specialization was made possible, and necessary, by the booming trade 
and populations of the largest European cities. This development was 
welcomed by the guilds and central monarchic powers wishing to exercise 
control over the trade, often in the forms of taxes and levies.  
To anyone who might tentatively wish to interpret, or link, the development of 
specialization to the boom in international trade specific to this time in history, 
                                                 
21 Coleman 2006 p 20 
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he or she should keep in mind that Rome during the height of Roman Empire 
had several specialized markets ‘like the forum bovarium, forum vinarium, 
forum piscatorium, etc.’ 22 
This more than indicates that product and market specialization has as much 
to do with the actual physical size of the urban population and geographical 
availability of accessible markets, as it is a direct causal consequence of the 
development of a certain period in historical time; though a widened 
specialization in all areas of life certainly took hold in the 17th and 18th 
centuries. 
In the 17th and 18th century in Northern and Middle Europe primarily - but not 
exclusively – communal fairs and markets were now commonplace, and so 
was the spreading of specialists shops to be found in the streets of the 
expanding cities. Often these streets were also specialized ‘This organization 
is reflected in the naming of certain streets – Milk Street, Bread Street, 
Cordwainer Street and Rue de la Lingerie’23  
This development in affect led to the invention of the shopping arcade, which 
resembles covered street shops - and in some places still remain just that.   
 
The practice of the public food market – enclosed as open-air - flourished right 
up till the end of the 19th century, with public authorities exercising great 
influence over these markets, enforcing maximum prices for food produce for 
instance. 
In many cases the local authorities even disallowed whole-sellers of food, as 
well as imposing strict penalties on anyone who breached the rules and 
maximum fixed prices of the market, so as to secure the city inhabitants 
decent quality fresh food directly from the producer at affordable prices - a 
tradition maintained from the first markets in antiquity.24 
 
At the beginning of the 20th century a tentative form of the stores that we 
today know as supermarkets started to come into shape.  
                                                 
22 Zucker (1959) p 50 
23 Colman 2006 p 27 
24 Tangires (2008) ‘State regulation of the trade in fresh food has its roots in 
antiquity. Regulated public markets were critical to the survival of the town because 
without them, unfair commercial practices could jeopardize the public welfare.’ 
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Some of the first chain stores started out as early as the 1870’s, Thomas 
Lipton opened his first in 1872 and twenty-five years later there were 250 
stores in the UK. Likewise in the USA, where ‘Five-and-Dime’ stores saw a 
rapid growth, later becoming the first multi-national grocery chain store 
Woolworths, which is still in operation today.  
There seem to exist some discrepancies as to when, where and by whom the 
‘original’ concept of the supermarket first arose. Richard Sennett dates it to 
1852 when ‘Aristide Boucicault opened a small retail store in Paris called Bon 
Marche.’ 25  
Warren Belasco in his ‘Food Chains’ book dates the advent of the 
supermarket to 1916 with the opening of the Piggly Wiggly store in USA26.  
These discrepancies in the dating of the first supermarket could be seen as 
an expression of the two authors’ geographical biases and different areas of 
expertise, but perhaps more importantly, it could also be seen as a validation 
of the universal features of the supermarket concept, as its key-features 
spread and developed almost simultaneously and semi-independently in the 
Western industrialized countries with an urban population large enough to 
support the further development of these.  
 
This broad universal approach seem to continue, as we today retain the use 
of the word supermarket to describe stores that are very different in size and 
content, but because of their universal spatial features are included in the 
‘supermarket-family’, making obvious that the term supermarket is as much a 
reference to the universal spatial features of the market (checkout, self-
service etc.) as it is a direct reference to the contents within the store, as is 
the case with the specialist stores consisting of bakers, fishmongers etc. all 
names that refer directly to the its products.  
The word supermarket is as abstract and general as the supermarket 
functions themselves, so even though the biggest supermarket chain in the 
UK (Tesco) operates stores in six different formats27, they are all considered 
                                                 
25 Sennett (1993) p141 
26 Belasco (2009) p 200 
27     http://www.supermarket.co.uk/tesco.html   
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supermarkets as they all share common spatial and even social features to 
which we shall return to in a later chapter. 
 
The first self-service stores allowed the customer to help himself to many of 
the products, but often retained the traditional grocers counter where you still 
had to ask for many of the products situated behind the counter – as we still 
see in existence today, with expensive or attractive items as cigarettes and 
spirits still being sold from behind a traditional counter, though this is changing 
as well, with the introduction of vending machines to handle these 
transactions.  
 
                                                                                                                                           
 Tesco Superstores – Tesco superstores are the company’s standard store format. 
These large supermarkets stock and sell all groceries along with a large range of non-
food products. They also offer an in-store pharmacy. 
    * Tesco Extra – Tesco Extra stores are the retailer’s large out-of-town 
hypermarkets (second in size behind superstores) which stock nearly all of Tesco's 
product ranges. 
    * Tesco Metro – Metro stores are medium-sized stores (sized between Tesco 
superstores and Tesco Express stores) that offer a range of food lines. 
    * Tesco Express – Express stores are convenience shops that are mainly located on 
Esso petrol station forecourts. Most of their stock consists of food, with an emphasis 
on higher-margin products alongside everyday essentials. 
    * Tesco Homeplus – Homeplus stores offer all of Tesco's ranges, except food, in 
warehouse-style units based in retail parks. These large units feature an Order and 
Collect desk where customers can purchase and collect most items without delay. 
    * One Stop – One Stop stores are the very smallest Tesco stores. These stores work 
on a different pricing to all the other store formats and are also distinguished by their 
later opening hours. 
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Japanese Cigarette Vending machine, it is estimated that there is approximately 5.6 million 
vending machines in Japan today – that is one for every 20 Japanese – even ones for fresh 
eggs.  
(Kurai18.wordpress.com) 
 
In 1930 King Kullen in Queens opened, and it is widely recognized as the first 
20th century archetypical supermarket store with most goods being self-
service. Store size was increased from an average of 60m2 to 600m2, while 
significantly decreasing the number of shop assistants. Furthermore, its 
location was not particularly central and the land on which it lay therefore 
cheap, allowing for the increased store space. The choice of location also 
proved successful because of the increased mobility of its customers 
(primarily through increased car ownership), and in turn their increased ability 
to purchase more goods in one shopping trip. 
 
  
King Kullen continues to stay in operation as a 40 plus supermarket chain store, here pictures 
of the first (now abandoned) supermarket and a recent suburban addition. (Kingkullen.com)  
 
The rise of the supermarket as we know them today was, and still remains to 
many, a logical spatial expression of the rise of the (auto) mobile societies, 
needed for procuring and sourcing foods from all over the world establishing 
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permanent stable global food chains, to the mobility of the typical customer 
who now often could afford a more mobile lifestyle. 
We shouldn’t forget though, that supermarket chains were not by any means 
the first to provide a wide array of food-products from all over the globe. 
Londoners in the 18th century already had to their disposal, a wide array of 
spices and other ‘exotic’ products like pepper, tea and coffee at affordable 
prices for instance.28 
 
With the coming of the ‘full’ self-service concept, there also arose the anxiety 
of an increase in shoplifting, this led to the introduction of turnstiles at the 
entrance to the supermarket and narrowed checkout points when 
exiting/paying as we know them today.  
‘With a turnstile, shoppers had to enter the store one by one rather than in a 
crowd; once they got into the store, the turnstile guided them toward the first 
aisle. From that point, the layout of gondolas, or shelving units, required 
shoppers to go up and down all the aisles, following a mazelike route past 
every type of merchandise, before wending their way to the fresh meat and 
milk at the back of the store, and then to the cashiers. It’s astonishing that, 
with the exception of wider aisles and more checkout lines, this is the same 
route we travel through supermarkets today.’ 29 
 
At the same time, public markets were in many cases facing severe 
restrictions, and were often forced to move to indoor markets where control 
could be exercised more thoroughly – and taxes and rents exacerbated 
accordingly!  
These measures were often based on, and later semi-validated by, hygienic 
and political reasons, but the implications of this move extended to effect the 
entire social fabric and interaction of the public market in general ‘Moving food 
shopping indoors helped to end informal haggling over prices, and limited the 
opportunity for poor women to buy unsold fruit and vegetables at lower prices 
late in the afternoon. Although it reduced exposure to insects and dirt, indoor 
shopping also diluted the sensuality of food display. Shoppers ran less of a 
                                                 
28 Belasco (2009) p 94 
29 Zukin 2005 p 71-72 
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risk of smelling fetid fruit, but developed a more antiseptic approach to food in 
general. Shopping also grew quieter and more sedate. Shoppers no longer 
had to compete with food sellers’ raucous shouts; the sellers, themselves, did 
not have to be, or hire, barkers.’30 
This development, here eloquently described by Zukin, gives evidence to the 
fact that changing the spatial conditions of the public market did not happen 
without also changing the social interaction and physical movement within it.    
The ascent of the supermarkets was thus unavoidable – in 1950 the USA 
already had 15.000!    
 
 In the next chapter we shall try and expand on the spatial settings of the 
contemporary supermarket environment, what these settings reveal about our 
understanding of time and space and its influence on social interaction – its 
performance-design.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
30 Zukin 2004 p 21 
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Objective Space, Subjective Values 
Form over Matter 
 
The design of the typical supermarket reflects some of the core values of the 
20th century, and in this respect can be said to be an obvious expression of a 
certain form of rationality and functionality though the two needn’t be 
complimentary or indeed universal depending on your philosophical 
standpoint.  
‘Rationality is a changeable phenomenon. It is our culture that ultimately 
justified the changes in both our perception and our conception of rationality. 
As I have argued elsewhere: Form follows culture.’31 
 
If you look at the interior space of a supermarket from above (roof removed) it 
is easy to identify some spatial conditions and characteristics. Most 
supermarkets are divided into precise rows of aisles, these aisles are normally 
divided into main and sub - aisles, the main aisles allowing more room to 
maneuver ones shopping-trolley in the overall grid formation that is the 
supermarket layout.  
Professed rational spaces often take on symmetrical shapes allowing for 
uninterrupted linear views. Views with no clear spatial demarcation to provide 
a sense of place in a more traditional or organic sense, instead it is often a 
geometrically repetitive setting, reminiscent of and, clearly inspired from the 
Fordist factory standard of uniform plurality and functionality – It should be 
noted though, that the use of the geometrical grid system can be traced back 
to antiquity, but its use were first fully exploited during the industrialization of 
the Western World.  
 
The supermarket aisles are themselves anonymous in their standardized 
plurality, and are therefore in need of symbols to present and represent them 
and their products with signs and design initiatives. 
Normally devoid of a plentitude of staff, supermarkets rely heavily on 
semiotics to pass on information so as to sell the products within it.  
                                                 
31 Pevsner 2000 p 163 
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The social consequence is a more silent market than ever before, especially 
during the selection process, going from orally communicated purchases of 
the specialist shop to the more silent selections of the self-service stores. This 
transformation is also evident even at the checkout, where the semiotics of 
the credit-card obviates much ‘meaningful’ or necessary interaction between 
staff and customer, the seeming rationality of semiotics, time efficiency and 
safety (credit-card) displaces and subordinates other forms of interaction and 
presentation.  
‘The large, modern self-service store and the supermarket fostered a public 
culture that favored the uniformity and consistency of product offerings across 
both time and space.’32 
 
Even though each individual supermarket is located at its own geographical 
unique location, there is often nothing particularly unique or special about its 
appearance, neither does it often reflect the historically environment in which 
it is placed  (and there lies part of its allure ironically), from its outdoor signage 
(the chain logo) to its interior grid-system, even its produce is standardized 
and uniform. 
Interestingly the first supermarkets in Europe were often opened in closed 
down cinemas, themselves some of the first public-like places where the 
performance and interaction was almost completely visual and not least 
standardized. 
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An example from Copenhagen of the conversion of cinema’s into supermarkets (Netto), here 
retaining the old ‘Roxy’ cinema sign. Both cinemas and supermarkets continue to share the 
odd spatial (public) feature of being enclosed within themselves, you cannot see what is 
going on inside, only a reflection of yourself next to static visuals.  
(Authors own picture) 
 
Supermarkets are places of uniformity and standardization and, or because of 
this, it strives and thrives ‘Another phenomenon in the modern city reinforces 
“skin architecture”: the standardization of public consumption –a global 
network of shops selling the same commodities in the same kinds of spaces 
whether they are located in Manila, Mexico City or London.’33 
What seems to have happened through the 19th and 20th century primarily, is 
that these spatial uniform structures have become a mark of quality in 
themselves ’Uniformity came to be taken as a marker not just of reliable and 
consistent quality but of high quality itself, and standard packaging and 
production procedures meant that the buyers could treat goods from a given 
                                                 
33 Sennett (Sennett) 2005 p 117 
 33
source as essentially fungible, with little or no need for inspection and 
selection.’ 34 
Any knowledge of, or tactile interaction with the product is essentially 
unnecessary, if you are able and knowledgeable enough to decode the 
semiotics and form of the product – form over matter. 
This preference for semiotics also makes superfluous most interaction 
between staff and customer, though, it should be noted that this interaction is 
already hindered by other rationalities and instilled mannerisms, to which we 
shall return. 
 
This propensity for standardization gives the customer ‘Simultaneously a 
heightened sense of shopping adventure with a reduced sense of risk.’35 
This quote shows the paradox of standardization, which makes possible an 
endless (cultural) variety adding to the sense of adventure, while ensuring or 
disguising the quality of the natural variety used to manufacture these 
products, thereby decreasing the obvious sense of risk for the individual. The 
overall environmental impacts of this ‘variety’ and uniformity, is a different 
matter to which we will return to in the chapter ‘Food and the Environment’.  
The paradox seems to be, that uniformity and standardization has begun to 
be equated with quality, and dialectically therefore everything that is not 
uniform or standardized is often made subject of critical scrutiny, and thus is 
often deemed undesirable, as it is judged by form and semiotics alone. 
Alphabet soup seems to have taken the ultimate step towards the completion 
of form and matter, blurring any cultural and natural discrepancies.  
 
(codyfrew.wordpress.com) 
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Though this equation of quality and standardization does not, as already 
hinted, stop at food products, it seem to be a universal preference and 
paradox which permeates and re-enforces itself in all areas of life in the 
Western World ‘A paradox of non-place. A foreigner lost in a country he does 
not know (a passing stranger) can feel at home there only in the xx of 
motorways, service stations, big stores or hotel chains. For him, an oil 
company logo is a reassuring landmark, among the supermarket shelves he 
falls with relief on sanitary, household or food products validated by 
multinational brand names.’36 
Three different settings illustrative of (modern) rational space:  
 
 
Cornfield     Manhattan New York City 
(www.skypic.com/newyork) 
        
 
                                                 
36 Augé (1995) p 106 
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Universal Supermarket layout of UK supermarket Sainsbury’s (cniceworld.com) 
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The shapes of these places are expressions of the way we perceive time and 
space and speak volumes of the way we rationalize these two things in 
particular.  
All three pictures show evident spatial similarities, all being designed and 
planned in grids for maximum mobility and vision. 
Their spatial similarities seem to re-enforce, imitate and reproduce 
themselves, as they are all linked together, industrial agriculture providing for 
the epitome of industrial ingenuity that is New York City, to the supermarket 
space which relies on both former settings for its own survival, while 
reinforcing and strengthening the formers existence through its own 
increasing use, in a continually cycle of expansion and growth.  
The Sense of Vision 
 
‘In English; I see means I understand.’37 
 
Rationality and objectivity (and its spatial expressions) as we understand it 
today is severely tied up to the sense of seeing, a tradition as old as antiquity.  
For instance, a supermarket interior or space can, for a planner, looking at the 
one-dimensional ‘blueprint’, seem extremely ordered when viewed from 
‘above’, with its neat rows of symmetrical aisles and shelves. 
But to the consumer experiencing this sort of place from a customers point of 
view and partaking in this environment with all his or hers senses, this sort of 
space and interior can often appear very fragmented and confusing, simply 
because the view as well as the extra diversions added by the implementation 
of the whole human sensual apparatus, by which he or she experiences this 
space, is significantly different to the view and spatial order intended by the 
planners applying mostly the visual sense when assessing the quality of the 
blue-print or a three dimensional presentation; and so the actual space 
becomes a validation of already given rationalities arising from the primacy of 
distance and vision. ‘The search for order already referred to is reflected in 
the delight taken in the regularity of repetition. This addition to the aesthetic 
vocabulary, has probably been increased by air travel and high building – by 
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the ‘bird’s-eye view, in which such repetition of identical forms commonly 
occurs, and which is given a toy-like quality to organic objects repeated to a 
minute scale that conduces again to the typical objective vision.’38 
Differently, when you sensually partake in something you seem to invariably 
make it a place, a forum or agora, and suddenly both the space as well as the 
people you interact with (as opposed to looking on from the distance) runs the 
risk of becoming organic subjects, it becomes a place in a different way as it 
is experienced by all the senses.  
 
A crude allegory might help to illustrate this: 
Lets say you have company, and if you want them to feel at home (providing 
them with a sense of place) you provide food and drink and perhaps even 
accommodation, this helps your visitors to become sensually involved with the 
environment and establishes a sense of trust.  
But lets say it is boring company, in this case you will be negligent in providing 
food and drink (or in some severe cases refusing to provide either) or any 
other sensual participation beyond the purely visual- not saying anything also 
often helps to indicate that the gathering would be better of if dispersed.  
You often find these ‘form over matter’ settings in environments of transit like 
airports, train stations and yes supermarkets, where you are welcomed by 
form (semiotics and other visuals) but often refused by matter (sensual 
partaking with matter) so to speak; and to a certain degree, such a space is 
constantly enticing you by form but refusing you by matter, lending itself as a 
space of continual movement, raising the question if it even is a place? If 
‘place is pause in movement.’39 
 
The rationality of the eye and distance is always present within the 
supermarket setting, and it influences the possible interaction and not least 
our consumption.  
The food we purchase in supermarkets for instance, seem to have taken this 
preference for the visual to its (logical?) extreme, creating an environment 
where all products - food as well as non-food - are sold and wrapped 
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uniformly, with the eye as the sole or primary way of inspecting its quality: 
‘Whether we’re in the supermarket or the discount store, fluorescent light 
floods every corner. Bottles of extra-virgin olive oil from Italy stand shoulder-
to-shoulder with store-brand vegetable oil and Mazola. Filet mignon and 
ground chuck are equally exposed in their plastic wrapping. Designer jeans 
are just another rack of goods. If the display windows of the department 
stores, in William Leach’s word, “democratized desire,” the universal store 
moves that practice of democracy right into the aisles of the supermarket and 
the five-and-dime.’40 
 
A main point here, is that all products are presented and sold the same way, 
and even more importantly that, be it beef sirloins or Nike trainers, they are 
judged by the same aesthetic, the aesthetic of the eye or the standardization 
created and originating from the sense of vision – the philosophical 
assumption of form over matter objectified. 
That this standardization of food products is strongly linked to the sense of 
vision is obvious in the way we assess and ‘manufacture’ food for retail ’Meat 
today has to sell itself on its own merits. Quality and eye appeal are of the 
utmost importance.’ 41 
Quality and eye appeal seem to be so strongly correlated, that any distinction 
between visual appeal and the more diffuse concept of quality is often blurred. 
Visual appeal is today often equated with quality – again form over matter. 
 
Supermarket customers are left in a space full of sensuous objects, with the 
supermarket space itself almost completely devoid of sensuality or identity so 
as to give all attention to the products, and these products are often packed, 
presented and sold in ways that clearly only ‘satisfies’ the eye.  
But what sort of satisfaction does the sense of vision fill us with  - ‘Amid all the 
powers and protocols and pleasures of looking, there is actually surprisingly 
little about the particular pleasures taken in ones own activity of sight.’ 42 
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41 Belasco 2009 p 31 
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The satisfaction derived by the sense of seeing is often one of expectation (as 
opposed to the more immediate satisfaction provided by touch for instance) 
mirroring the ideals of sensual and ritual postponement of the protestant ethic, 
and co-incidentally supermarkets are most dominant within predominantly 
protestant countries.43 
 
Just as the presentation of food products reflects the rationality of vision and 
distance, so does the food products themselves reflect the spatial and social 
developments that made supermarkets possible. 
To understand this development, the precedence of vision and its underlying 
order and rationality and its indirect devaluation of the other senses, we must 
once again venture back to ancient Greece, where the separation of mind and 
body was sought explained and validated through the making of a hierarchy of 
the senses, Aristotle claimed ‘Sight is superior to all the other senses, insofar 
as it permits apprehension of the most information about the world when it is 
called upon to act alone.’44 
Though this is only if the senses are understood and used separately, 
Aristotle makes clear also, that for educational purposes the sense of hearing 
is the most important.  
Common among the Greek philosophers was the devaluation of touch and 
taste as mediums for obtaining objective knowledge of the world.  Aristotle’s 
definition of sensual activity ‘we perceive only form, never matter,’45 solidifies 
the sense of visions’ prime position among the senses, and if accepted, goes 
a long way to justify and validate this standpoint.  
The senses of touch, taste and smell are seemingly less objective, as 
objectiveness or truth is ‘best measured’ in visual terms, providing the correct 
amount of distance and silence to ensure the correct understanding and 
therefore knowledge. 
                                                 
43 WHO (2004) p 173-174 and Figure 3.6 show the tendency to supermarket 
domination within protestant countries predominantly but not exclusively, as other 
factors including social, spatial and technological progress must be included for full 
understanding of this uneven spread.  
44 Korsmeyer (2002) p 18 
45 Korsmeyer (2002) p 21 
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So because you use touch, taste and smell to partake with the matter of the 
world (food a prime example), the distance required for objective (optical) 
knowledge therefore fails these senses in the Aristotelian sense.   
So what is indirectly being concluded here is that there is no objective truth in 
closeness, partaking with matter confuses the senses as this partaking 
transforms the matter you are dealing with, as is the case with food for 
instance – with touch being the direct anti-thesis to distance and therefore 
truth and knowledge.  
Interestingly, truth and objective knowledge becomes directly related to the 
sense of vision. Objective knowledge or truth, and therefore also space, is 
understandable only in form and not in matter, as form is the prerogative of 
the sense of vision, whereas the understanding of matter involves a more 
multi-sensual approach – making objective knowledge of a static nature 
mostly, as its empirical evidence is often still observations, while ‘subjective 
truth’ (a contradiction in terms) is a matter of transformation, the two being 
apparent contradictions.  
Such a sharp division has since been questioned by both natural and 
humanist researchers, in what has been called the ‘observer’s paradox’ in 
humanistic sciences, and later on in the natural sciences by the advent of 
quantum physics.  
But the fact remains, that shopping in the supermarket is dominated by the 
visual shape of the products and the semiotic information on the packaging 
which in itself was originally – and partly remains to be – a reason in itself for 
customers to purchase something ‘The packaging in a universal store made 
shoppers feel modern’46 
So often it is the packaging that provides identification, meaning and a sense 
of time – feeling modern surely being the ultimate validation of this paradox of 
feeling an abstract measurement of time, the minds eye objectified and 
validated so to speak.   
 
This development does not however exclude the remaining senses of smell, 
taste and touch from being part of an overall good life though, but unlike the 
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sense vision and secondly hearing they can be overindulged and become 
vices ‘indeed sensory enjoyment is a kind of virtue in a complete, good life. 
But only to a point. Taste and touch are senses that one may overindulge to 
the degree that the activity becomes a vice.’47 
Interestingly you thereby tie partaking (physically) and matter up with vice, 
these senses can be overindulged they can become vices, sins, uncivilized, 
animal-like unmannered etc. a development which we shall examine closer in 
the following chapters.  
To sum up, matter is in the ‘optic’ of objective knowledge therefore closer to 
vice because it involves partaking or direct physical involvement 
(entanglement) with the matter, which confuses the senses as the clear 
demarcation line of the observer and the observed is blurred; while form is 
closer to truth, especially so, because distance and silence are needed both 
to understand the form as well as keeping the observer removed from the 
observed.   
 
Supermarket Interaction and Performance 
 
 
Supermarkets reflected an overall change occurring within most countries in 
the Western World, democratization and mass consumption, which is also 
reflected in their design and apparent ‘neutral’ ‘performative’ and social 
character as illustrated by two quotes almost seventy years apart: ‘Unlike 
department stores, which were known to cater to different social classes, the 
five-and-dime welcomed everyone “Nor does even the aristocratic shopper 
feel any sense of shame at being found in a Woolworth”’ 
 
‘Everyone comes to Kmart. Even my neighbor, who paid a million dollars for 
his apartment several years ago, smiles when he sees my Kmart plastic 
shopping bag and I tell him about the paper towels. “Sure” he says, “and 
they’re even cheaper at Costco”*48 
 
                                                 
47 Korsmeyer (2002) p 21 
48 Zukin (2004) p 71+65  
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The fact that all around the world the word supermarket is perceived as a 
noun and not as an adjective and a noun, speak volumes of the success of 
the concept of the supermarket, both as a spatial entity but likewise as a 
popular and imbedded part of Western social culture and civilization.  
The supermarket concept was even adopted by – the more affluent – 
communist countries ‘the adoption of the supermarket and self-service models 
entailed only the transfer of technical, transparent – with no threat to the 
principles and goals of socialism.’49 Further proving its universal applicability 
in industrial mobile countries with a significant urban population.   
Supermarkets were seen as the ultimate, and neutral, expression of material 
abundance and a fitting environment to suit the needs of a new way of life – 
later to become part of a lifestyle, again, form over matter. 
‘Supermarkets drove home the message that leisure was to be prized, free 
time maximized, and unnecessary work avoided.50’ 
Supermarkets contributed thereby, in a paradoxical way, to the actually 
strengthening of the maximization pursuit (or work like behavior) of leisure 
time – leisure itself a fairly new concept, deriving from its dialectic big brother, 
work.  
Food shopping in the 20th Century becomes a chore to be over with, so as to 
enjoy other ‘more leisurely’ activities, going to the cinema for instance and 
later on watching television, both activities intimately linked to the rise of 
spectatorship and the idealization and realization of private or intimate 
behavior on behalf of public interaction.  
This strong separation of private and public (like work and leisure) did not 
come into full effect before the early 19th century with increased 
industrialization and urbanization, in the Middle- Ages for instance ‘a private 
life, in the modern sense, scarcely existed.’51 
 
A supermarket space encourages consumption and visual ‘interaction’ with as 
many products as possible, while (or therefore) discouraging interaction 
between customers. This is partly achieved by the high mobility aisles and the 
                                                 
49 Belasco (2009) p 202 
50 Belasco (2009) p 207 
51 Mumford 1963 p 98 
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lack of social spaces without consumption opportunities, as well as ‘the lack of 
character in the store’s design helps you focus on the merchandise’52. 
Any interaction between customer and employee is often hindered by the time 
pressure in the situations of possible interaction and gathering, and not least 
by the meta-creed that today guides all customer relations, though not 
exclusively reserved for the supermarket environment: ‘the customer is 
always right’53.  
This ‘Ethos’ of modern service and market interaction has its roots in an 
economic rationality; loosing a bit of money on a possible faulty good or 
agreeing with a customer even when knowing that the customers claims are 
false, is much cheaper (and faster not least) economically than the possible 
loss of a loyal customer caused by disagreement or refusal to replace a 
product, which in the long turn would mean a much bigger economic loss in 
possible future profits, if the customer should choose to stay away.  
The introduction of this behavioral ‘ethos’ holds severe consequences for the 
possible interaction and performance in the supermarket environment, and it 
is in direct opposition of traditional public or civic interaction, where solutions 
and agreements are sought achieved through discussion and conflict. 
 
In the 1970’s, Asger Liebst, a Danish writer on consumerism, found that 
supermarket staff was in fact being trained to guide and help customers in 
such a way as to minimize any interaction (such effect can also be partly 
achieved through lack of training). This was done both to save the time of the 
                                                 
52 Zukin 2005 p 65 
53 Except from http://www.phrases.org.uk/meanings/106700.html  
‘The trading policy and the phrase was well known by the early 20th century. From 
the Kansas City Star, January 1911 we have a piece about a local country store that 
was modelled on Field's/Selfridges: 
 
    [George E.] "Scott has done in the country what Marshall Field did in Chicago, 
Wannamaker did in New York and Selfridge in London. In his store he follows the 
Field rule and assumes that the customer is always right." 
 
Whether the phrase was coined by Field or Selfridge, it is fair to call it American. 
What we can't do is credit them with the idea behind it. In 1908 César Ritz (1850-
1918), the celebrated French hotelier is credited with saying 'Le client n'a jamais tort' 
- 'The customer is never wrong'. That's not the phrase that people now remember, but 
it can hardly be said to be any different in meaning to 'the customer is always right'. 
 44
employee, but as importantly, to let the customer roam the store in peace so 
that any interaction going on in the supermarket environment would primarily 
take place between the individual customer and the products – with the hope 
that he or she would pick up a few more items than intended on entry.54 
Liebst also notes, that a survey conducted in the early seventies revealed that 
the percentage of customers who used a pre-written shopping list dropped 
from 75 to 33 percent with the advent of supermarkets in Denmark. This 
indicates that the supermarket space in its design (and apparent abundance) 
creates changes in the social behavior of the customer – though as Liebst 
notes, this decrease in the use of shopping lists might also reflect that society 
in general has become more affluent and therefore more frivolous 
economically.55  
So on one side we can witness the relaxation of thrift and pre-shop planning, 
but on the other side the supermarkets ‘also encouraged a new reticence, or 
self-discipline, on the shoppers’ part. You couldn’t poke the packaged bread 
or smell the shrink-wrapped meat to see whether it was fresh, and you were 
less likely to scold a clerk in the store for including a rotten peach in the bag 
than you would scold Sam the local greengrocer.’56 
The spatial sameness of the products made the customer rely almost solely 
on the eye for information. Standardization of products implies a form of 
neutrality, which seems to include the customers’ sensual interaction with 
these products, indeed making most multi-sensual interaction with food 
products in the supermarket superfluous, as any product should – in theory - 
be as good as the next.  
This neutrality and standardization of the products is partly carried over to 
include the interaction of the employees of the supermarket, who themselves 
are ‘removed’ from any specific products. Supermarket staff do not embody a 
product like a seller in a specialist shop does, and nor do they often have any 
extensive knowledge of these products and their usage, and cannot therefore 
be held responsible for the lack of quality of a product, which is ensured by 
the company who provides these by a form of brand default.  
                                                 
54 Liebst (1976) p 92  
55 Ibid.  
56 Zukin (2005) p 72 
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It is a partial transfer of trust, from the specialist seller who embodies his or 
hers products and can be held responsible for the quality of his products, to 
relying on and trusting in the brand names of the food companies.  
It is still only a partial transfer, as the customer still relies on the supermarket 
to provide quality produce from the right producers, and faulty brand goods 
still reflect badly on the supermarket. 
But overall this development does heighten the sense of neutrality of the 
supermarket space itself, as most conflicts regarding the products can be 
diverted to the ‘anonymous’ and often fictional brand names.  
Furthermore, any direct social conflict is tamed, as the staff does not embody 
the produce they sell. They embody a function rather as service-guides, and 
are judged solely on their merits as such rather than on any kinship with the 
actual produce, making their appearance one of attentiveness towards the 
customer but one of distance and ignorance (due to lack of knowledge 
primarily) to the products, somewhat ironically (but logically) mirroring the 
abstract spatiality of the overall supermarket environment, which itself refers 
as much to form as it does to matter as suggested earlier.  
 
Apparent rational space is and can be, if we choose to follow and accept this 
line of thought, a very subjective individual experience, even if its design is 
universal in its spatial uniformity it still expresses subjective and changeable 
values.  
In fact the supermarket space could be seen as the ultimate spatial 
expression of uniformity and constant change (nothing and everything at 
once), where the traditional expressive rituals and multi-sensual pleasures 
taken in the social exchange of products vanishes, but its meanings are 
abstractly retained within the products.  
The social interaction of the supermarket thus not just reflects the mobile 
consumer societies of the Western World it embodies it in its performance-
design, which again translates itself into the way it is perceived by the 
customer.  
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‘The utility of the ‘use-value’ is one of a negligible duration: the instantaneous 
absolute consumption constantly reproduces the need for the product.’ 57 
 
The social experience for the individual customer is determined and shaped 
by this nothing and everything setting, mirroring the fluidity of money that at 
some level defines and shapes the market ‘what is possessed in money is not 
the object, but the possession of objects. As the possession of possession, 
money presupposes men disposing of time, present in a world that lasts 
beyond momentary contacts – men who credit one another, who form a 
society.58’  
In this respect, the supermarket design is both an expression of the positives 
of a functioning (consumer) society with its endless abundance of affordable 
goods and complex social collaboration (trust), but also its relentless pull on 
the individual to predispose of his time and thereby the validation of the 
postponing of his own needs in the ‘now’ in a form of worldly asceticism, 
where the pleasure of rituals, role-playing and public gratification of the 
senses through the use of money for instance is frowned upon and often 
displaced to the private sphere, with severe social consequences for the 
(public) interaction within the food market and other public places.  
These changes and their (possible) consequences will be examined further in 
the chapter ‘Fall of Public Man’.  
  
Overall we can start to make out a pattern of reductionism in interaction and 
apparent social functions of the food marketplace. Seemingly this 
reductionism is achieved through the mandatory ethos of behavior of staff and 
the semi-private approach to shopping by the customer in the supermarket, as 
well as the spatial settings of uniformity and mobility, where form and silence 
champions matter and the ‘lower’ senses of touch, smell and taste, making it 
a place of apparent ‘neutral’ consumption rather than expressive interaction.  
But as the next chapter will show, is that consumption is by no means a 
neutral activity, and that the championing of the sense of vision within the 
                                                 
57 Liebst (1976) Own translation from original Danish text 
58 Levinás 2006 p 32 
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supermarket environment has consequences that stretches far beyond the 
food market.  
 
Food and the Environment 
 
 
'The first agricultural act is committed by the consumer in choosing what to 
eat.' 
Wendell Berry 
 
This work has so far have tried to pin down the spatial characteristics of the 
supermarket, and the influence these spatial features have on what sort of 
interaction is accepted and possible within such an environment, and how the 
acceptance of apparent objective spatial and social phenomena strongly 
correlated to the primacy of the sense of vision, has helped bring forward 
significant changes to the design as well as the social fabric of the food 
market of today. 
But the spatial features as well as the possibilities for interaction within the 
supermarket also carry with them some significant direct consequences for 
what and how we buy, and the natural environments from where our foods 
come from. Food products are judged by visual beauty and packaging, but to 
gain easy entry to the supermarket shelves they should also reflect the creed 
of mobility and standardization – indeed many food products today are judged 
primarily by their capabilities of durability during transport through the ever-
increasing global food chains. Their ability to store or refrigerate (please note 
the prominence and abundance of refrigerated produce available in the 
Sainsbury model lay-out from the earlier chapter), as well as a prolonged shelf 
life often takes precedence over issues such as taste, crabmeat being a prime 
example of such a development. 
‘Testified that they now defined crabmeat quality by a long shelf life with a 
constant reliable supply, and with a low shell content rather than taste.’59 
 
                                                 
59 Belasco 2009 p 71 
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The European Community upholds legislation about the correct appearance 
and measurements for the ‘right’ shape of certain fruits and vegetables60, but 
makes no mention of taste or nutrients.  
For instance, Golden Delicious and other very visually appealing apples today 
dominate the total market of apples in the Western part of the world, and in 
fact, as is the case with many varieties of fruits and vegetables, we often only 
eat a very few varieties of each fruit61, even though there are thousands of 
different apple varieties available world-wide for consumption. 
If you eat only one variety of apple, this will be the one variety of apple that 
will be grown, often in a form of monoculture that – like most monocultures – 
will have negative consequences environmentally speaking, as large 
plantations of food monocultures normally require more pesticide’s and 
artificial fertilization than multi-variety growing for example, as they become 
more vulnerable to attack from pests, while simultaneously decreasing overall 
bio-diversity because of this extensive use of pesticides and fertilizers. 
This reductionism of variety has become common with almost all the foods we 
consume: ’The astounding variety of foods on offer in today’s supermarkets 
obscures the fact that the actual number of species in the modern diet is 
shrinking. Thousands of plant and animal varieties have fallen out of 
commerce in the last century as industrial agriculture has focused its 
attentions on a small handful of high-yielding (and usually patented) varieties, 
with qualities that suited them to things like mechanical harvesting and 
growing. Half of the broccoli grown commercially in America today is a single 
variety – Marathon – notable for its high yield. The overwhelming majority of 
the chickens raised for meat in America are the same hybrid, the Cornish 
cross; more than 99 percent of the turkeys are Broad-Breasted Whites.’62 
 
                                                 
60 COMMISSION REGULATION (EC) No 1221/2008  
Available for download from eur-lex.europa.eu 
61 WHO (2004) p 189 In France Golden Delicious accounts for 70% of all apple sales.   
62 Pollan 2008 p 116 
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There is evidence to suggest that a strong correlation between the clustering 
of a few food market outlets and the monotony of the food varieties available 
exists.63  
Today for example, shares of food sales controlled by the five largest 
companies, in most developed European countries are exceeding seventy 
percent64 
This standardization of shopping environments as well as products has 
resulted in some ambiguous developments, as we as Western consumers 
have gained access to more globally sourced products and thereby witnessed 
an apparent increase in the diversity of products available in our local 
supermarket. This increase and global sourcing has helped speed up the 
eradication of overall plant and animal species globally, as the supermarket 
hallmarks of standardization, long shelf life and increased mobility selects only 
a few varieties of each species, in what Darwin might have termed a form of 
cultural selection! 
The overall environmental costs and waste associated with the this hyper-
mobile food market, from field to customer are enormous as noted by food 
writer Michael Pollan ‘the 20th- century industrialization of agriculture has 
increased the amount of greenhouse gases emitted by the food system by an 
order of magnitude; chemical fertilizers (made from natural gas), pesticides 
(made from petroleum), farm machinery, modern food processing and 
packaging and transportation have together transformed a system that in 
1940 produced 2.3 calories of food energy for every calorie of fossil-fuel 
energy it used into one that now takes 10 calories of fossil-fuel energy to 
produce a single calorie of modern supermarket food.65’ 
Indeed agricultural products are estimated to account for 32% of all road-
hauled goods, more than 400 billion tonne-km in 1999 within Europe, and 
                                                 
63 WHO (2004) ‘Food companies demand reduced biodiversity and greater crop and 
livestock uniformity as part of their management strategies for risk reduction, but this 
makes food production more vulnerable to unexpected shocks, such as weather and 
climate change, new pests and diseasesor political interference.’ p 202 
64 WHO (2004) Norway leads the table with more than 90 percent and Poland at the 
bottom with just under 20 % of the food sales by the five largest retailers/companies.  
65 Pollan www.nytimes.com/2008/1012/magazine 
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external transport related costs are estimated at 10% of gross domestic 
product or €66 billion per year!66 
At the retail and distribution end, one out of four fruits are spoiled before ever 
reaching the customer, who themselves (in developed Western countries) 
waste approximately 30% of all food-stuff purchased.’67 
 
Produce grown in large mono-cultures (as is the norm in supermarket food 
chains) is often less rich in vitamins than local and organically grown produce. 
Furthermore, the long distribution and storage time means that especially fruit 
and vegetables loose even more nutrients on their way to the consumer. The 
varieties of fruits and vegetables deemed premium quality by the supermarket 
buyers are often the ones that travel and stores well as well as looks visually 
appealing (this often translates into colorful and big, remembering the Golden 
Delicious), rather than reflecting how it actually tastes. And so what we eat 
reflect our mobile lifestyles more than we might be aware of, and reveals the 
extent and full implications of the power of vision have when we buy foods.  
The apparent abundance found in most supermarkets therefore comes at very 
high - often hidden - environmental costs. Costs that are often paid for by 
society indirectly through taxes for roads, hospitals (due to diet related 
diseases for example), cleaning of groundwater (due to pesticides), 
maintenance and pollution from landfills, direct subsidies afforded farmers to 
maintain agricultural overproduction (leading to lower prices in the market 
place) to mention but a few of the so-called ‘external’ economic factors 
making the costs of the modern food chains less than opaque.  
This you might argue, is the price you pay for such abundance, there is ‘no 
free lunch’ – to quote famous economist Milton Friedman.  The fact is, that 
lunch has definitely become cheaper, as today most people in the developed 
Western countries spend less than 15% of their income after tax on food. 
Though this almost free lunch seems somewhat more expensive when the 
loss of diversity and real economic costs of production is included. 
                                                 
66 WHO (2004) 
67 Wheeler (2004) p 175 
 51
The seemingly endless abundance of products in the supermarkets also 
shows to be somewhat illusionary, as it is revealed that 150 varieties of plants 
provide for 90% of human plant consumption worldwide.68  
This reduction in natural variety has not, however, stopped the increasing 
number of ‘new’ food products entering the Western food markets to a tune of 
17.000 new products introduced each year!69 
Again we can identify a reductionism, this time the decrease of natural food 
varieties while paradoxically witnessing an increasing abundance of available 
food, and not least ‘new’ food products that reflects cultural diversity rather 
than natural variety.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
68 WHO (2004) p 189 About 75% of the genetic diversity of agricultural crops 
worldwide was lost during the 20th century (84). Newly introduced varieties and 
breeds have almost always displaced traditional ones. Although about 10000 plant 
species have been used for human food and agriculture, not more than 120 cultivated 
species now provide over 90% of human plant food 
69 Pollan (2007) Unhappy Meals 
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Public and Private Interaction 
The Fall of Public Man 
 
 
So far this work has dealt mostly with the spatial, and to some extent the 
internal social features of the modern food market, the apparent objective 
design assumptions affecting interaction, performance and even the food 
products of the food market and their landscapes of origin. 
But what overall (historical) factors - both individual and societal ones - have 
made possible this transformation from the ‘raunchy’ public food markets, to 
the relative noiselessness and semi-private interaction experienced in the 
supermarkets of today? 
 
Sociologist Richard Sennett has proposed the fall of public man (in the book 
by the same name) as a possible explanation to the way we today interact 
and experience public and private places, especially today within an urban 
context and environment where we know the market place traditionally has 
played an important social and spatial role, besides the fulfillment of the 
obvious material needs.  
According to Sennett we have in the 20th century – beginning in the 19th and 
carrying it with us over to the 21st century – experienced a severe decline in 
public life and the near destruction of the public realm, primarily because of 
our desire to implement expectations and psychological categories from the 
private realm of life into the public realm of life thereby creating what Sennett 
refers to as the ‘Tyranny of Intimacy’.  
‘People are working out in terms of personal feelings public matters which 
properly can be dealt with only through codes of impersonal meaning.’70 
This development of intimacy in public – according to Sennett – has had the 
direct opposite effect of what was intended or hoped for ‘The expectation is 
that when relations are close, they are warm; it is an intense kind of sociability 
which people seek out in attempting to remove the barriers to intimate 
                                                 
70 Sennett (1993) p 5 
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contact, but this expectation is defeated by the act. The closer people come, 
the less sociable, the more painful, the more fratricidal their relations.’71  
The more you seek out intimate contact in public the more you will feel 
rejected by this public sphere. Furthermore, you will feel encumbered by it, as 
the response you were anticipating was not met, this can in part lead to a form 
of passivity, taking the form of the spectator on behalf of the ‘alterity ‘of public 
life. Alterity means ‘otherness’ and refers to the ability to act out different roles 
publicly, which – for Sennett - is very important to maintain a civic sphere or 
public culture – where ‘impersonal’ negotiation and discussion is necessary 
for the health of public interaction.   
But instead of acting out your public role, you will transfer your intimate 
feelings – rejected by your fellow citizens – on objects in public, and thus you 
have the basis for the modern (food) retail market ‘By stimulating the buyer to 
invest objects with personal meaning, above and beyond their utility, there 
arose a code of belief which made mass retail commerce profitable. The new 
code of belief in trade was a sign of a larger change in the sense of the public 
realm: the investment of personal feeling and passive observation were being 
joined; to be out in public was at once a personal and a passive experience.’72 
This is also what Karl Marx coined ‘commodity fetishism’, ‘arguing that goods 
were consumed according to their value as status objects, or expressions of 
the personality of the buyer.’73 This was at the time of writing a highly 
controversial statement, but it more than reflects the ethos of the marketing 
and advertising industries of today.  
Ethos is an essential word to understand in this connection, because 
‘ethology’, a science of reading character from minute behavior, this was 
popularized into deducing character from external appearances.’74  
In a world were the possibilities of ‘acting’ or playing out different roles are 
diminished, and the appearance of other citizens are standardized because of 
the great success of the industrialization of clothing production for instance, 
you need some way to know and understand your fellow citizen. 
                                                 
71 Sennett 1993 p 338 
72 Sennett 1993 p 145 
73 Sennett 1993 p 146 
74 Ibid. 
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So what was traditionally seen as a presentation of a role becomes a 
symbolic representation of the ‘true’ inner-self. You are judged by  - compared 
to earlier – miniscule differences in appearance, because there is nothing else 
to judge you by.  
This psychological approach also makes the deliberate role-playing between 
people in public seem slightly ridiculous, as expressive behavior, or acting, 
seem so exaggerated compared to the silent ‘normal’ behavior of the 
spectator. Just as people today often talk critically of theatrical behavior in 
everyday life, because they do not regard this behavior as a pure 
representation of the self (you are acting), but insist on your appearance 
being a ‘symbolic’ representation of a ‘truer’ inner-self, or rather a private ‘true’ 
self.  
The relationship between the public and private realm of life – according to 
Sennett – helps to explain the current (dismal) state of public life.  
Sennett describes how the private sphere of life, during the 19th century, 
especially, is granted a particular place in our lives and becomes the 
environment where humans can interact naturally and expressive, now often 
meaning intimately.  
 
But instead of regarding the public and private realms of life as ontologically 
different, but complimentary as long as you know how to present yourself in 
the two different realms, people instead bring their (new) private expectations 
of intimacy into and onto the public realm. This is done perhaps because the 
public realm does not anymore offer the diversity in sensuality or role-playing 
as it used to, or maybe, as will be described later with the help of Norbert 
Elias’ ‘History of Manners’, the traditional private sensual pleasures are being 
repressed in the public realm, and is therefore thrust into the ‘impersonal’ 
public realm, where it is necessarily rejected or unattainable. In a 
contemporary context this development transformed public man from an 
outwardly expressive actor into a spectator or flâneur, the professional 
spectator and interpreter of urban living and environments, who derives his 
knowledge almost exclusively through the sense of vision.  
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Sennett himself advocates for the idea, and ideal, of the ‘Theatrum Mundi’ 
‘Society is a theater, and all men are actors.’ 75 
He sites the different rituals of bankers, priests etc. to show that these rituals 
and social conventions are all forms of play that help create the identity of 
men and therefore the identity and expression of public life. Indeed these 
rituals and conventions are necessary for men to act as well as interact, these 
rituals and manners do not hinder play as long as they are debatable, 
changeable and can be discussed in an impersonal and abstract form - very 
much like in a democratic forum or indeed a children’s game. 
Therefore he is wary of the tendency to focus on the symbolic representation 
of men, where you are judged primarily by who you are perceived as and less 
on what you say and present ‘Expression in the public world was presentation 
of feeling states and tones with a meaning of their own no matter who was 
making the presentation; representation of feeling states in the intimate 
society makes the substance of an emotion depend on who is projecting it.’  76 
Basically this is a form of narcissism according to Sennett, who believes that 
this particularly form of narcissism can be traced back to and helped 
explained by Max Weber’s thesis of ‘The Protestant Ethic’. ‘What is Weber’s 
myth? The loss of a ritual religion (Catholicism) and the rise of capitalism lead 
to a common end: It is denial of gratification for purposes of validating the self. 
This is “worldly” asceticism.” By denying oneself pleasure in concrete 
experiences, one shows one is a real person. The ability to delay gratification 
is the sign, supposedly, of a strong personality. In Protestant terms, it is 
denying oneself the pleasure of ritual, especially absolution of sins; in 
capitalist terms, it is denying the gratification of oneself sensually by use of 
one’s money in the company of others. Worldly asceticism thus erases 
sociability through ritual or through expenditure.77’ 
 
                                                 
75 Sennett 1993 p 313 
Theatrum Mundi is perhaps most famously captivated by Shakespeare in his play As 
You Like It: ‘All the world's a stage, and all the men and women merely players..’ 
76 Sennett (1993) p 314 
77 Sennett (1993) p 333  
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One could argue, that as material conditions change – industrialization made 
possible standardized mass production – so does naturally the rituals 
surrounding the consumption of these products be it food or other. 
But interestingly, Sennett observes that this development could be part of a 
larger more destructive force imposing itself on both the individual as well as 
on a broader societal level within communities ’Worldly asceticism and 
narcissism have much in common: In both, “What am I feeling?” becomes an 
obsession. In both, showing to others the checks and impulses of oneself 
feeling is a way of showing that one does have a worthy self. In both, there is 
a projection of the self onto the world, rather than an engagement in worldly 
experience beyond one’s control.’78 
What does this food ‘say’ about me? Does it reveal what I am feeling and 
therefore my true self? 
Indeed how the individual experience consumable products, holds importance 
far beyond marketing or advertising, it is also a statement of one-self and 
one’s feelings onto, and of the world (itself a contradiction).  
A world that can never become a perfect spatial expression of the ‘true’ inner-
self or scene for its staging. And so, instead of accepting that private and 
public are in fact ontologically different spheres of interaction, and that public 
life is governed by object conventions and rules which function primarily not 
as hindrances but as starting points for interaction and play, making it 
possible for many different individuals to engage (together) in public life, the 
individual withdraws from public life ‘Out of fear of objectifying impulses, of 
producing signs, the person sets up his expressive life so that he is bound to 
fail to re-present to others what is present to himself, and bound to blame 
them for the failure.’79 
The individual consequences are one thing, but on a societal level narcissism 
and its expectations of intimacy can be deadly to interaction in public ‘To the 
extent, in sum, that a society mobilizes narcissism, it gives rein to a principle 
of expression entirely contrary to the expressive principle of play. In such a 
society it is only natural that artifice and convention will seem suspect. The 
logic of such a society will be the destruction of these tools of culture. It will do 
                                                 
78 Sennett (1993) p 334 
79 Sennett (1993) p 336 
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so in the name of removing barriers between people, of bringing them closer 
together, but it will succeed only in transposing the structures of domination in 
the society into psychological terms.’80 
This intimate society creates human beings unable and unwilling to participate 
in the interaction of ‘the real’ world guided by conventions, rules, senses etc. 
Instead he seeks refuge from this un-perfect world in the intimate society, 
here elaborated on by philosopher Emmanuel Lévinas ‘the intimate society 
that makes forgiveness possible frees the will from the weight of acts that both 
escape and commit it – acts through which, in a real society, every will risks 
becoming alien to itself.’81 
In a Kirkegaardian sense, the intimate society safeguards the soul of the 
individual from ‘loosing one-self’ – becoming alien to oneself  - by declaring 
the real world unworthy of its desires. And so instead of developing one-self 
using both the private and the public realms of life, you conserve your ‘true’ 
self or share it only with the other – the one and only - where there is no risk 
of exposure as you have already ‘revealed’ yourself, or are in a permanent 
state of revelation (romantic love); and if you follow the Sennett school of 
thought much self-development and acquirement of social skill also stops 
there. 
 
The intimate society could be interpreted, as the ultimate expression and 
precedence of the Cartesian vision derived from the thinking of Descartes, 
where act and will (observer and the observed) are so separate entities as to 
declare their full separation. One must either be a spectator or run the risk of 
having ones perceptions of ones senses fragmented or brought to question as 
they reveal themselves to be willingly tools for change and illusionary tricks, 
and therefore facilitators for the change of the in-changeable I – or the ego.  
What I intended to do did perhaps not happen in the way I intended, as is 
often the case when you partake in interaction and not just look at it.  
With interaction arises the chance, or threat, of changing the situation in ways 
perhaps not intended by the inner ‘true self’, leaving the inner-self shaken and 
in search of exoneration ‘The objective meaning of my action prevails over its 
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intentional meaning: I am no longer a me, properly speaking; I am at fault for 
something not reflected in my intentions. I am objectively guilty and my piety 
cannot purify me of it. “I didn’t want that” – a ridiculous excuse by which the 
“I”, which lingers in the “intimate society” where it was fully free, continues to 
exculpate itself for a wrong that is unforgivable, not because it is beyond 
forgiveness, but because it does not belong to the order of forgiveness.82’  
 
Sennett’s theories cover many aspects and parts of society in general and so 
cannot be fully disclosed here, but especially significant to this work, he does 
highlight the development of the marketplace as one of significance, both as 
an expression and a generator for the new form of ‘interaction’ of 
spectatorship and ocular precedence, that tends to devalue the other senses 
and deprives the individual his chance to act and therefore, ultimately to 
engage in public life.  
‘Haggling and its attendant rituals are the most ordinary instances of everyday 
theater in a city, and of the public man as an actor. The end of the line of 
production and distribution in a society without fixed prices is posturing, 
jockeying for position, the ability to notice chinks in an opponent’s armor. The 
stylized interplay weaves the buyer and the seller together socially; not to 
participate actively is to risk losing money.’83 
Participation and interaction is under this form of selling directly linked to the 
quality and amount of the goods you purchase, indeed you could not avoid it 
unless you had servants doing this haggling for you (meaning you were rich), 
it was an integral part of buying and selling, of being.  
Sennett provides us with the example of the famous market Les Halles in 
Paris ‘Well in advance of the industrial century, Les Halles was losing its 
character as  a foire; as commerce became more specialized, there waned 
the pageants and festivals of the late Middle Ages which celebrated market 
activity.’84 
Fixed prices introduced into the marketplace also created new patterns of 
interaction.  
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I would here briefly like to argue, that fixed prices favor the sense of vision, as 
you no longer need to interact using your other senses, but can ‘scan’ with the 
help of your eyes the written prices and quietly make up ones mind. Today in 
the most modern supermarkets, you no longer even need to interact with 
anyone as checkout counters gradually become automatic and largely self-
service.  
(Fashion-res.com) 
 
 
Interestingly wholesales (often between food producers, middlemen and 
retailers) are still largely kept secret and negotiable, something Sennett 
comments ’what defines a wholesale situation socially, then, is the fact that it 
is “private” in a new sense: in private, people are free to engage in the 
postures and interaction that a century before marked public commerce.’85 
This development is by Sennett seen as essential in understanding his thesis 
of the ‘fall of public man’, exactly because the individual customer as well as 
seller/retailer loses their joint necessity to interact, and so also the chance to 
‘act’ in public. 
A major point of Sennett is that public and private are different realms of life, 
that require different ways of acting, and that it is the understanding of these 
different modes of life that makes public life and interaction possible and 
complimentary to private life.   
The easy transcendence of the two realms is based on a knowledge of the 
two realms’ ontological differences in rituals and mannerisms, and not from 
the perception that the two realms of life are essentially the same, differences 
erased by the ‘universal’ I or ‘perfect’ but fragile ego.  
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In more recent writings Sennett has focused his attention on the spatial and 
social development of the modern city, in keeping with his original thesis of 
the fall of public man he is highly critical of the contemporary interrelation of 
social interaction and public spaces.  
His concern is still that we put to much emphasis on ‘intimate’ relations, and 
instead we should enjoy the freedom and positive chance for alterity provided 
by anonymity and the interaction with strangers ‘In particular, two urban 
virtues define context. The first one relates to sociability; a city is a place 
where people can learn to live with strangers.’86 
The urban environment makes possible the interaction of strangers, indeed it 
is one of the city’s main tasks to physically accommodate and make possible 
such voluntary encounters through planning and design of the city, it is a 
spatial necessity for public life so to speak.  
If these spatial features are present and interaction takes place Sennett 
believes that ‘the experience of urban life can teach people how to live with 
multiplicity, within themselves. The experience of complexity is not just an 
external event, it reflects back on individuals’ sense of themselves.’87 
We can easily here identify the recurring theme of the importance of alterity 
within a persons life, his ability to perform different roles and interact with 
strangers is important not just to the social fabric of the city, but is 
psychological rewarding for the individual partaking in it as well. He or she, so 
to speak, furnishes her mind with the public multiplicity he or she experiences 
and partakes in, thereby strengthening his or hers own psychological inner-
self.  
But Sennett does not recognize that the urban milieu of today in the Western 
World holds much room nor does it allow for alterity, and this has a lot to do 
with not just spaces and places but the way in which we realize, understand 
and view time ‘Flexible time is serial, rather than accumulative; the spaces of 
flexible time are unmarked, neutral. However, there is no Levinasian bridge, 
no sense that because some time seems to be missing in my own life, I 
should turn outward to others, toward the “neighborliness of strangers”.’  88 
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What bridge? You might ask. What Sennett is getting at, is to bring forth the 
importance of this ‘neighborliness of strangers’, which for other writers on 
urban issues in the 20th century meant freedom from the rigidity of the village 
or small town bourgeois lifestyle, famous sociologist Georg Simmel being a 
prime advocate of such thoughts. 
As urbanites we interact (some might say steer clear of) hundreds of 
strangers everyday even if we just go to the supermarket. Nothing is said 
perhaps, but there is a common understanding between you and them. You 
do not expect it to be very likely that you are neither killed nor kissed by a 
stranger on your way to the supermarket for instance, but less can ‘destroy’ 
the experience of alterity ‘the specific conditions of a particular city might 
prompt people to shut out that evidence (of alterity), treat the crowded street 
as a space of fear rather than a space of self-knowledge.’89 
Sennett does not recognize that this neighborliness is often achieved in 
contemporary urban environments, instead he sees them as places of 
indifference, where identity has taken the place of alterity, thus leaving the 
public life devoid of a sense of place and sensuality, reflected and enhanced 
by standardized architecture and spatial developments ‘individualization and 
territorial separation are, in different ways, two sides of the same coin. That is 
one of the particularities of flexible capitalism, that it is increasing Fordist 
place, it is producing highly segmented mono-functional (and economically 
functional) spaces.’90 
Supermarkets can be identified as being part of these mono-functional places 
that leave little room for alterity, interaction or even a sense of place, but are 
highly economical in their spatial expression.  
Two ideals of interaction collide, with the actor deprived of his art, the role of 
silent spectator becomes not just acceptable, but the norm of public 
‘interaction’.   
An interaction and spatial design that only accelerates and validates the 
withdrawal to the private sphere.  
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‘Paradoxically, in the city this restless economy produces political 
disengagement, a standardization of the physical realm, new pressures to 
withdraw into the private sphere.’91 
The private sphere which itself, as we shall examine in the next chapter, was 
brought into existence with the aid of an increasing performative and sensual 
restrictive public sphere.  
 
 
History of Manners 
 
 
Norbert Elias in his book ‘The History Of Manners’ describes, drawing from 
various textual sources originating from the Middle Ages to the 20th century, 
how we in the Western World have witnessed an increased level of 
‘civilization’ or mannerism, where the sense of vision takes precedence over 
all others senses ‘Here we see one of the interconnections through which a 
different sense organ, the eye, takes on a very specific significance in civilized 
society’  
This development on behalf of the other senses  ‘It is highly characteristic of 
civilized man that he is denied by socially instilled self-control from 
spontaneously touching what he desires, loves or hates’ 92 
Elias provides an example (among many) from an 18th century book on 
manners that clearly illustrates this development: Children like to touch 
clothes and other things that please them with their hands. This urge must be 
corrected, and they must be taught to touch all they see only with their 
eyes.’93 
To touch with your eyes seems a contradiction in terms, but when accepted or 
implemented it becomes a cornerstone to spectatorism, especially within the 
public realm where multi-sensuality is being repressed and made superfluous 
through standardization and de-ritualized secularization. 
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Public interaction when reduced to the sensual sensations of seeing and 
partly hearing must invariably lead to a form of ocular spectatorism.  
Vision takes precedence, and through the development of culture, civilization 
or manners leaves the other human senses degraded and suppressed both 
by society as a whole, and as ‘a manner’ instilled in each individual ‘Society is 
gradually beginning to suppress the positive pleasure component in certain 
functions more and more strongly by the arousal of anxiety; or more exactly, it 
is rendering this pleasure ‘private’ and ‘secret’ (i.e., suppressing it within the 
individual), while fostering the negatively charged effects – displeasure, 
revulsion, distaste – as the only feelings customary in society.94 
Elias identifies ‘with the advance of civilization the lives of human beings are 
increasingly split between an intimate and a public sphere.’95 
 
These observations by Elias Norbert seem to have been partly fulfilled or 
negated in the modern supermarket space keeping in mind the words of 
Zukin: ‘Like going to the movies, shopping engaged them in a public culture – 
but in a private space of their own.’ 96 
Not only does the supermarket provide for a speedy, and, optimally, a mostly 
visual provisioning of food (and increasingly non-food items) within a semi-
public setting that caters for the desires and wishes created and maintained in 
the private realm of life, it seem to act as a generator for this separation of 
private and public.  
 
Elias Norbert’s research into this ‘civilizing process’ span many centuries, but 
the repressiveness towards sensuality and bodily functions, especially taste, 
smell and touch, are constant themes. The idiosyncrasies of many of these 
sensual restrictions were often in the Middle Ages validated by reasons of 
courteous behavior. You would animate the behavior of the courts as these 
were the main focal points of power in feudal Europe – the process of 
mannerism and civilized behavior was thus often introduced both on grounds 
of wanting to act like the aristocracy and out of fear of repercussions if you 
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didn’t, as power was exercised more freely and excessively on subjects 
unwilling to adapt to the customs and manners set forward by the court and 
aristocracy ‘Stricter control of impulses and emotions is fist imposed by those 
of high social rank on their social inferiors or, at most, their social equals. ‘97 
But the great change seems not solely to lie in the general development of 
mannerism and its social and individual consequences ‘And we recognize 
how far from self-evident it is that bed and body should form such 
psychological danger zones as they do in the most recent phases of 
civilization.’98 
The mannerism’s of the Middle - Ages under feudal rule can partly be 
explained by power structures, do as the king or die! You animate, accept and 
subject yourself to a certain form of courteous behavior in order to survive or 
gain benefits – by pleasing the king for instance.  
But as these power structures are dissolved or severely weakened through 
the 18th, 19th and 20th century, the development of increased mannerism 
cannot be explained solely by power structures within society - at least visible 
ones.  
Mannerism becomes an expression of individual self-control, a self imposed 
regulation of behavior by the individual on the individual through the concept 
of the minds-eye ‘The bodily eye is replaced by the notion of the minds eye.’99 
The act of vision is now no longer excluded to the purpose of seeing and 
observing – the bodily eye. 
Vision takes on the role as a neutral mediator to the mind (ego), so that 
whatever mannerisms have been ‘installed’ in the mind, can now be controlled 
and checked by the ‘minds eye’ – evident as the self-service food markets 
instilled a new sense of self-regulated reticence in shoppers – but maybe it 
was already pre-instilled? 
Someone is now always watching, even if the bodily eye confirms that no one 
is visibly watching, one cannot escape the eye of the mind as it is of course a 
(believed?) part of you, reflecting and re-enforcing your own pre-installed 
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apprehensions and manners ‘Thereby the social commands and prohibition 
become increasingly a part of the self, a strictly regulated superego.’100 
 
Elias gives us an example, from an Erasmus text on manners and etiquette of 
the 16th Century, of a young man who is invited to the house of a desirable 
girl. The girl makes no attempt to hide that she would like to engage in an 
intimate encounter with the young man, but he is constantly nagged by the 
minds eye, and suggests therefore that they move ever deeper into the house 
of the girl so as to become undetectable for the minds eye. The girl patiently 
tries to calm the young man down, who seems less than reassured that no 
one is watching, exclaiming: ’Not even God? Not even the angels?101’ 
 
Western Performance Space 
 
 
It was not just in public places that the ‘germination’ of silence seemed to take 
root aided by the minds eye (ego), the theater and the act of performance 
went through great and similar changes too.  
Just as the raunchy public markets have transformed into, or have been 
supplanted by supermarkets with its less expressive social interaction and 
subdued spatial environment, so has the experience of going to the theatre 
gone through drastic changes both spatially as well as socially, developments 
reasonably concurrent in time with the changes of the food market.   
The market and the theatre both provide for the performance and acting out of 
roles, while stimulating explicit manners and rituals for the ‘best’ possible 
fulfillment of interaction.  
 
‘It is commonplace of theatre history that Greek drama began in the agora, 
the marketplace of Athens.102’ 
So once again we return to the agora of ancient Greece, where theatre was to 
be removed from the agora both by the Greeks and in later Roman adoptions 
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also, thus creating the particular space, need and necessity for specialization 
and professionalism of acting, thereby creating actors. 
Markets and fairgrounds have both for millennia provided a setting for theatre 
and performances to take place ‘In the pre-copernian world, the performance 
was visible to all, and was for its duration the fixed point at the centre of its 
own small universe. When the elite demanded perspectival viewing, the 
fairground gradually adapted.’103 
Often in the Middle Ages and early Renaissance theatrical displays and 
performances were provided for by amateurs, local villagers, even royalty 
might appear in these public shows playing a role of some sorts.   
As actors and theatre-groups became professional the incentive to close of 
the performance arose, and people could, for a fee, enter into the tents of the 
performance. Seats could thus better be allocated after the prestige and 
affluence of the individual spectator – though he was not so much a spectator 
as we know it from theatres today. 
Sennett describes how a theater-audience in the middle of the 18th century 
responded to the on stage performance ‘they entered intimately into the 
anguish of the various characters being represented before them. They burst 
freely into tears…Following a death scene both men and women wept; the 
women screamed and sometimes fainted.’ 104 
Besides the vocal and frequent verbal and emotional outbreaks of the 
audience, who also never denied themselves the pleasure of interfering with 
the acting if they registered that the actor had forgotten his lines, passions ran 
- compared to today’s theater performances - very high ‘the English popular 
houses were so noisy and responsive that many theatres had to be 
periodically gutted and redecorated, so much damage had the audience done 
in showing approval or disdain for what passed on the stage.105’ 
It was not just the stage interaction between performer and audience that 
was, compared to today’s theatres, of a very passionate and ‘noisy’ kind ‘The 
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audiences of Milan were so boisterous and inattentive to the operas 
performed that one could hardly hear the music.’106 
Sometimes you could even have a hard time separating the audience from 
the actors, as it often happened that they intermingled, also on stage where 
seats for audiences were frequently located.  
 
But in the mid 19th century things started to change ‘by 1870, applause had 
acquired a new form. One did not applaud a singer until the end of the aria, 
nor at a concert between movements of a symphony’ 107 
The relationship between performer and audience changed dramatically, and 
even among the audience another state had set in increased by design and 
theatre architecture ‘by 1870 the audience was policing itself. Talking now 
seemed bad taste and rude. The house lights were dimmed too, to reinforce 
the silence and focus attention on stage.’108 
Besides the obvious focus on vision, and to some degree hearing, as the 
primary ‘medium’ for taking in the performance (as opposed to partaking 
which involves all the senses), aided by the interior and design of the stage 
and audience setting where audiences are surrounded by darkness and 
silence, the theatre buildings themselves become visionary spectacles.  
Going to the theatre becomes an architectural and aesthetic experience as 
well as a performative one, with some social consequences of its own, though 
strangely interrelated with the overall recent development of public culture 
already described, especially evident within the food market, as Wiles notes 
‘All would change in the seventeenth century, when theatre moved indoors, 
and the notion that drama should be the collective expression of a community 
had vanished.’109 
As Sennett has described, this did not mean that the expression of the 
audience became subdued as a direct, or only, consequence of moving 
theatre and performances indoors, just as the moving of food markets indoors 
did not necessarily make them quiet. But an indoor setting does provide more 
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opportunity to manipulate the environment and the customer/audiences’ 
perception of and interaction within this environment.  
 
Giving the renaissance city of Venice as an example, Wiles shows us that 
also in public places (simultaneously with the coming of actual theatre 
buildings), did environments, traditionally more temporary by nature, become 
‘institutionalized’ or made spatially permanent ‘The Piazza San Marco, 
ceremonial centre of Venice, was widened, harmonized and bordered with 
new buildings in the sixteenth century to make it more like an imperial forum, 
reflecting the glory of the Venetian state. The ramshackle stalls of butchers 
and other vendors were demolished at this time. The Piazza then became a fit 
place where the nobility of Venice, like the Roman nobility of old, could 
perform their evening promenade.110’ 
There is no way of denying that space and place can be, and often are 
political, and their design a reflection of current societal power relations.  
The advent of ‘modern’ theatres did not however constitute, or spatially 
express, a more stringent hierarchy of power, experienced today by box 
seats, seats reserved for nobility etc. than earlier more ‘primitive’ theatre’s ‘the 
theater was designed so that the best sight lines were always those from a 
royal or seigneurial box; the sight lines in London theaters of the 17th Century 
were similarly geared to a few patrons, the others in the audience having a 
better view of those few than they did of the stage.’111 
Theatres were financially maintained and ‘kept’ by nobility primarily, and later 
on patrons of merchandize or other with sufficient means to maintain such 
grand operations.   
Theaters were un-discriminately places of power, but despite this presence of 
power – and the natural desire of the actors to please primarily the powerful 
and rich fragment of the audience – also a place of passion and interaction. 
Power was yet to be manifested as an invisible force through the sense of 
vision, it was unashamedly outspoken, an integral part of the understanding 
and experience of going to the theater. 
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The actors were by now often professional but they were still considered 
servants ‘the performers were accorded a status parallel to that of a 
barmaid.112’ and the entire setting of going to the theatre retained some of its 
earlier kinship with the ‘market’ or fairground performance in its Theatrum 
Mundi approach.  
The amateur actors by then, might have all been substituted by professional 
actors, but everyone in the theater still partook in expressive and acting-like 
behavior, not yet accepting the sanctity of silence during the ‘star’ 
performance so common in today’s theatres and classical concert halls.     
Returning to The Piazza San Marco of renaissance Venice, Wiles also 
identifies that the public processions and festivals are going through changes 
too, where earlier ‘though the architecture was impressive, it was the complex 
of performances supported by the architecture which made the Piazza a 
magnet.’113 
He notes as the processions become more elaborate and staged that ‘the 
parade survives but the intensity of the crowd has gone.114’  
Already described by Sennett in theater productions, Wiles relates this 
development to the public performance including both casual interaction, ritual 
and procession, and sees a corresponding development taking place ‘the 
event slowly turned from a spectacle of the people into a technological 
spectacle for the people.’115 
The piazza is spatially transformed, and thereby (a new kind of) order is 
achieved, an order that relates to, as well as creates and imposes on you, a 
very different feeling of time, an indirect struggle between relative and 
mechanical time: ’He (referring to Lefebvre) identifies, however, a tension 
between the dominance of the state, expressed through monumental 
architecture, and citizens who resist the state through different rhythms they 
impose upon. The rhythms constituted in public spaces by acts of 
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promenading, trade and intrigue override the measured, unirhythmical time 
derived from the power of the modern state.’ 116 
This last observation and comment on the piazza and its interaction is a 
contemporary one, but one that seems universally applicable and meaningful 
in many other settings as well, as it deals with the movement or social 
interaction, that together with the spatial and architectural features turns 
spaces into places, with participants constantly negotiating the terms of 
interaction in an endless play – objective values and subjective interaction 
similar to the social and spatial features of the supermarket.  
The permeation and precedence of visual experience is noticeable in the 
piazza today, where the square seems somewhat caught ‘between two urban 
ideals: ”public space” and “landscape”. The first he (Don Mitchell) associates 
with interaction, inclusiveness and conflict; the second allows one to bask ”in 
the leisure of a well-ordered scene”, and provides visitors with the illusion of 
control. The Piazza (San Marco) today tends increasingly towards 
“landscape”, a “scene” which the tourist/spectator can possess.’117 
Just as happened to theatre interaction, or the dramatic performance, this 
same ‘development’ seems also to be at play in the public sphere. The Piazza 
becomes a landscape rather than a ‘public place’ if you agree with the 
definitions by Don Mitchel, that public space should include interaction, 
inclusiveness and conflict. Instead, the majority of people (now predominantly 
tourists) take in the square (rather than partaking) with their eyes making 
possible a Cartesian possession of this landscape. 
 
Here is the first mention and indeed acknowledgement of the possessiveness 
of the eye. That the eye can possess anything might seem absurd, but that is 
the (unspoken) paradox of the ‘performative’ power of silence and vision (The 
Cartesian gaze), reflected and validated by a belief in a ‘true’ inner-self which 
demands silence and distance: ‘Thus, the survival of a public realm on the 
new terms set up a fundamental antithesis of modern life: the modes of free 
personal development as opposed to, at war with, the modes of social 
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interaction, as embodied in the family. This survival of public life, ironically, 
permitted personality and sociability to become mutually hostile forces.’118 
On a more individual level and in a theatre relation (though objective space is 
wide-spread), this form of ‘interaction’ is expressed as the ‘Cartesian space’ 
‘the invisible ego not only views the action but also quells the actors with the 
controlling power of its gaze.’ 119 
Invisible and powerful, powerful but invisible – the Cartesian gaze, as applied 
by theatre-goers and tourists a like, originates from the idea of the ‘ego’, that 
inside each one of us is a little cell, ball, thought or whatever shape you’d like 
it to be, which is ones own objective subjective self, no matter how 
paradoxical such a notion might sound. 
 
An illustration of the Cartesian optic (Commons.wikimedia.org) 
 
This belief carries with it enormous implications for social interaction, because 
in order to protect the ego – which in its essence is fragile but also 
unchangeable (again the paradox) - you must separate will and act, your 
intentions from your doings as described by Lévinas.  
This in turn, necessitates that you keep a distance from interaction because 
your ego must be conscious of its own behavior, similarly to, and conceived 
from, the supremacy of vision as already described.  
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In order to be conscious (so as not to loose control) one views things and 
people from a far, thereby turning oneself into a spectator not able to partake 
and interact  (multi-sensually) in the now, as the I/ego requires that it 
understands and controls the situation first, thereby delaying and sabotaging 
any interaction with the potential to change the feelings and sentiments of the 
participants. These precautions (which themselves resemble a form of 
possession and control) arise simply out of fear of loosing control and out of 
fear that you might expose your ego, your ‘true’ self, which can never find a 
place in an imperfect world.  
Of course humans must have interaction and intimacy, and cannot sustain 
viewing everything from the distance, so they seek out the ‘complete intimacy’ 
most often found and idealized in the lover and the concept of love ‘to love is 
to exist as if the lover and the loved one were alone in the world. The 
intersubjective relation of love is not the beginning of society, but its negation. 
The society of love is a society of two, a society of solitudes, resisting 
universality.’120 
The belief in the ‘true’ other is of a static nature just as the concept of the ego; 
intimate love only mirrors the static ego. Bringing this idealized and static 
state of love onto the realms of the ‘impersonal’ public life will only bring 
rejection to the ego – though the ego will continue to judge the public world in 
terms of an idealized intimate concept – because the ego represents an inner-
truth.  
If you accept the ego you also dismiss the universal ‘brotherhood’ of man, that 
society is more than personal identity and representation (at a distance or in 
silence) of this ego, but rather spaces of presentation and interaction that 
furnishes both the exterior physical world as well as the interior (which is 
strictly speaking also a very physical world) creating what Sennett calls alterity 
in public life and complexity in inner-life, the two not being opposites but 
complimentary. 
 
This understanding is vital when designing for social interaction, be at in a 
theatre, supermarket or other. Because what we often aspire to when wanting 
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to design a performance is a sort of interactory balance – not grasping for a 
Zen like state or the solitude of the sense of vision experienced by the 
narcissistic ego – but a balance achieved through voluntary interaction and 
participation, in a space allowing for both inclusiveness as well as conflict, not 
accepting indifference but not confusing association and openness towards 
the other with intimacy, and thus hoping to avoid the grim observation of 
Sennett about the civic realm: ‘The make of the civic realm is now mutually 
accommodative through dissociation. That means the truce of letting one 
another alone, the peace of mutual indifference,- identity has taken the place 
of alterity in urban life.’121 
 
Public interaction seems best achieved through emotional and performative 
ups and downs within the space of the agora, where one acts and one dares 
to act, even when surrounded by strangers remembering that ‘Intimacy 
between persons does not require knowing the details of each others life: it 
glows in moments of true awareness and exchange.122’  
Kirkegaard despite his connotations with existentialism and in reference to the 
issue of identity probably said it best ‘To dare is to lose one's footing 
momentarily. Not to dare is to lose oneself.’   
And interestingly though Kirkegaard was referring to the strengthening of 
identity through occasional loss of self, he still seems to mirror the sentiments 
of Sennett and Levinás when they reason for alterity and the neighborliness of 
strangers, reaching the other through expressive rituals, givers of meaning 
and, yes, identity.  
 
To illustrate the importance of finding the right balance, I will quickly return to 
a more contemporary scene, because objections might be raised to the 
relevance of my historical focus on performance space as explanatory for 
interaction within the contemporary food market. 
 
There have been many attempts in the 20th century, especially within the 
theater world (in the 20th and 21st centuries theatres occupy whole worlds for 
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themselves!), to break down (and through) the Cartesian gaze caused by the 
insatiable belief in the supremacy of the ego or belief in inner subjective 
identity.  
In the 1960’s ‘intimacy became the necessary condition for a sense of body-
to-body contact capable of transcending Cartesian ocularity. The sixties cult of 
stage nudity was a corollary, symbolizing the removal of all social barriers.’ 
123Noted by the founding father of ‘Performance Theater’ Richard Schechner. 
 
The sensual closeness and bare-stripping of the actors were thought of as 
means to once again engage the ocular spectator, to stimulate the senses, 
provoking and disturbing the Cartesian gaze and the sanctity of the ego, but 
this form and its means, seemed in the long run to achieve the direct 
opposite, as noted by theatre-innovator Grotowski in 1967 ‘if the contact 
between the spectator and the actor is very close and direct, a strong psychic 
curtain falls between them. It’s the opposite of what one might expect.’124 
The ego, confronted with a provocative and perhaps ambiguous sensual 
experience that does not necessarily reflect or correspond with the 
expectations of the ego or threatens its position as ocular spectator, 
withdraws completely when exposed to one of the most intimate situations of 
all, in what is a clear example of the tyranny of intimacies. 
The presumed’ good’ intentions of wanting to achieve closeness (through 
intimacy) sought achieved by the director, is rendered useless as the 
spectators withdraw, lending evidence to the theories of Sennett and Levinás 
about public interaction, that the reaching out for the other must be a case of 
presentation and acceptance of different roles in situations whose customs, 
manners and rituals vary accordingly to the situation, and less so on the 
revealing of (bodily) self in an attempt to make every situation intimate, often 
misguidedly equated with human or good interaction.  
‘Human beings need to have some distance from intimate observation by 
others in order to feel sociable. Increase intimate contact and you decrease 
sociability.’125  
                                                 
123 Wiles (2003) p 251 
124 Ibid. 
125 Sennett (1993) p 15 
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What Richard Schechner and other directors sought to achieve in the sixties 
and seventies is strikingly similar to how plays were actually conducted in the 
16th century, here an extract from Schechner’s Environmental Theater: 
’Spectators are brought onto the stage, put in the very place where the 
performance is happening. Visible is the stage machinery; eliminated are 
separations between onstage and offstage. Even the distinction between 
rehearsal and finished performance is blurred. Rehearsals are open to the 
public; performances include stops and repetitions of scenes. Mistakes are 
not covered up. All of these changes open the performance up, revealing the 
inner life of performing. Performing itself becomes a therapeutic activity. The 
inner life of theater becomes theater’s subject.’126   
 
Clearly we can here distinguish and recognize the shift of importance from 
alterity and Theatrum Mundi to identity and intimate performance. 
From playing a role to being a role, but with apparent similar outer spatial 
qualities, the sought after end-result (ideal) of the performance and its design 
resembles what was already achieved in the playhouses of the 16th century.  
What has changed though is the focus from the outwardly playing of 
(different) roles, to the more inwardly facing performer, creator and revealer of 
identity not alterity.  
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
126 Sennett (1973) p 226 
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Analytical Summarization 
 
This thesis has identified many seemingly different factors that have had 
impacts on the way we interact, shop and perform today; and most 
interestingly many of these seem intertwined and even causally related.  
Korsmeyer showed that even in antiquity, as the human sensual apparatus 
was being applied (philosophical) meaning, some senses were perceived to 
be of a higher hierarchical order than others, vision being the most important 
sense with hearing a close second followed by smell, taste and touch roughly 
in that order.  
Seeing was considered the most important because of its ability to judge and 
observe form in a ‘neutral way’, requiring distance and relative silence to work 
correctly or ‘objectively’. 
Elias made obvious the way in which our processes of civilization and 
interaction have changed dramatically from the Middle - Ages to the 20th 
Century. The hierarchical order of the senses seem to take on spatial and 
concrete social forms or manners, with the suppressing of the senses of 
smell, taste and touch. The uses of these senses in public increasingly being 
considered un-civilized and even animal-like, aiding to the construction of 
private and public realms, making these – relative to earlier times - socially 
and spatially very different entities.    
 
These mannerisms were first enforced by visible power structures mediated 
by the courts and aristocracies of feudal Europe, but as these power 
structures changed so did the way manners and interaction were socially 
regulated - going from courteous to civilized behavior indicates this change 
from feudality to democracy for instance.  
Manners and its sensual interaction becomes self-regulated by the individual 
through the instilled concept of the ‘minds eye’ controlled by an inner-self 
(super ego), moving from the previous ‘body’s eye’ which reflected the 
sensual capabilities - as well as limitations - of the eye.  
The sense of seeing becomes an all encompassing and unavoidable 
phenomenon not just restricted to its bodily function. And as industrialization 
and standardization obscures the previously visible power structures and 
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hierarchies, the sense of vision thus becomes the main (and safest) way to 
interact with, and mean to, understand your fellow citizen – the making and 
validation of the ocular spectator and customer is taking form.  
This development is also encouraged by the severe restriction on multi-
sensual behavior in public, with previously accepted sensual and social forms 
of interaction now contained within the private realm of life. The private realm 
therefore experiences an idealization which is sought implemented on and in 
the public realm – thus creating what Sennett has coined the ‘Intimate 
Society’ which holds severe consequences for public life in general, as issues 
within the public realm, traditionally needing to be handled impersonally and 
often in an abstract way, is hindered by the expectations of intimacy in public.  
As intimacy is increasingly equated with closeness so is any ‘impersonal’ 
interaction made harder or even impossible, as emphasis shifts from what you 
say to how you say it – just as the food products found in supermarkets today 
are often sold on their merits of form (packaging etc), its not necessarily what 
you sell, it is how you sell it – form over matter.   
This development is validated by the increase in cultural diversity (and related 
to the severe decrease in overall natural diversity) identified in the 
supermarkets of the 21st century.  
Sennett describes this shift as going from alterity to identity, from the body’s 
eye focusing on presentation of self according to specific social and spatial 
circumstances, to the mind’s eye with its focus on representation of inner-self 
in all social situations.  
An inner-self which remains static, or unchangeable no matter the 
circumstances and thus – according to Sennett – becomes a destroyer of 
meaningful interaction and ritual beyond the intimate sphere, reminiscent of 
worldly asceticism in which sensual and ritual pleasures are removed from 
public places in an attempt by the individual to assert himself through a type 
of sensual and social (sensuality and sociability not being too far removed yet) 
deprivation or displacement.  
This transformation from alterity to identity within public interaction 
accelerates and reduces the spatial features of traditional public places to 
caterers for the intimate or private kind of sphere; supermarkets being prime 
examples of such a development, being semi-private, de-ritualized of most 
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outwardly expressive manners and with only the products to offer an 
illusionary, or at best a fleeing form of identity as noted by contemporary 
writers Zukin, Belasco, Augé and Liebst.    
Furthermore, as the individual’s outwardly appearances and mannerisms are 
now taken as symbols for an absolute truth residing within each individual - 
the true effect of the belief in the concept of the mind’s eye – people not only 
often choose to retreat into the private realm, or when in public take on the 
roles of passive ocular spectators, they also run the risk of dehumanizing 
people with whom they cannot identify with, not recognizing that any 
‘Levinisian bridge’ allowing strangers to interact and feel a form of bond 
shared by all humans, exists.  
They will therefore treat public places and interaction with a fearful 
indifference and not as a platform for sociability or ‘the neighborliness of 
strangers’, this could ultimately lead to the dangerous (but logically looking at 
the historical evidence) assumption that: ‘How can you be human if you 
disagree with me.’ 127 
  
Already the evidence for shopping in a silent semi-private environment like the 
supermarket seem overwhelming, and when you relate the historical 
developments from Western performance and public space, by Wiles, Sennett 
and Korsmeyer among others, to the current descriptions of our modern food 
market, it seems to have reached its logical contemporary expression. 
The contemporary supermarket seem spatially designed to re-enforce the 
withdrawal to the private realm of life (while simultaneously super-imposing 
the private ideals of intimacy on the public space), as most outwardly 
expressive rituals, sensual pleasures, meaningful interaction and even 
consumption are postponed to the intimate private realm of, thereby spatially 
validating and enforcing this development of withdrawal.  
 
Performance as well as shopping space in the Western World, has changed 
dramatically from the fairgrounds and guilds of the Middle Ages to the 
monumental architecture of today’s theatres and more standardized shopping 
                                                 
127 Sennett (1993) p 247 
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outlets - though splendid market buildings were present already in ancient 
Rome. 
Wiles notes that performance space and public interaction changed from 
being a spectacle by the people to a spectacle for the people; with the spatial 
settings suddenly becoming the focal point of attention, as opposed to its 
former role as an advantageous backdrop for the interaction of the 
participants themselves, these not yet divided into strict entities of audience 
and performer. 
Just as the oral ritual of haggling leveled the social division between seller 
and buyer and increased the expressive performance of the food market, 
fixed prices eradicated and silenced this interaction. Products often stopped 
being instigators or mediums for human interaction, and instead became 
pacifying ‘spectacles’ in their own right, giving pleasure (visual mostly) 
individually and only while purchasing in a modern form of ritual and sensual 
displacement or transfer of ‘spectacle by the people to a spectacle for the 
people’. 
Silent audiences as we know them from theatres today were rare until the late 
18th century, where the audiences started to impose on themselves a silence 
most probably originating from the already mentioned sociological and 
historical developments, which found, and still finds validation in objectivity 
and the supremacy of vision, which has translated into the Cartesian gaze of 
audience members and silent theatres all over the Western World.  
Until then, theatres or playhouses were used as forums of interaction and 
mutual expression, both among the audience, and often, blatantly directed 
towards the performer on stage who himself was treated as merely an 
entertaining servant.    
Everybody was acting, and the theatre was a forum of alterity where one 
could play different roles as well as react and engage sensually and 
emotionally with the performers of the theatre, or sellers from the different 
food stalls haggling and negotiating face-to-face. 
As the theatres started to change, so did the food markets both spatially and 
socially. In the theatres the lights were dimmed in the audience seats and 
directed entirely to the stage, assisting to mute the audience in the progress, 
just as the self-service shops’ spatial environment forces the customer to 
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focus primarily on the products, their standardized design  - as described – 
not allowing for any particular knowledgeable, socially or sensually expressive 
interaction beyond the purely visual or semiotic approach.  
My English House 
‘ 
An illustration of the social development, which could partly explain the shift 
towards supermarkets or self-service food shops, is provided by Danish 
author Marie-Louise Paludan in her book ‘My English House’, a biographical 
account of a Danish family living in London in the early nineteen sixties.  
Having just moved to London from Denmark, our heroine is often left feeling 
somewhat estranged by the new customs and traditions of her adopted 
country of residence, making her weary of her own role within these new 
forms of interactions, and even making her doubt her own abilities and role as 
a good housewife. 
‘No, I do not know how to charm the butcher. Obviously I no longer make any 
attempts to ask for ‘mørbrad’ (tenderloin), ‘flæskesmåkød’ (chopped pork) and 
‘hamburgerryg’ (smoked ham) or any such things; and I no longer gaze 
enchanted at the butchers’ moustache, which is painted on – truly a work of 
art.  
Furthermore, there are so many other pitfalls, and I am afraid that it will be a 
long time before I reach the level where I can make conversation about the 
weather while enquiring about the health of the butcher’s old father, while 
simultaneously commenting on the latest piece of local news, all in an effort to 
get him to get me a nice cut of meat from the back of the store.’128 
 
Shopping at the local butchers is a very social, ritualized and oral experience, 
where the often hidden virtues of ‘charm’ and positive interaction supposedly 
enhance ones chances of getting a good cut of meat. There exists a strong 
correlation between the social ability of the individual to perform and mirror 
the sentiments and moods of the local butcher and the quality of the produce 
apparently. 
                                                 
128 Paludan p 117 (2005)  
     Own translation from the original Danish text  
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You engage in (loosely) predetermined roles, often it seems on the terms of 
the butcher, perhaps because of the butcher being a man and his customers 
mostly women and housewife’s? 
The butcher’s own role even require, and is probably ‘heightened’ by the white 
uniform, black hat and fake moustache, these props and costume lends 
authorization and a heightened sense of authenticity to his role, he embodies 
his role as a butcher and the products he sells.  
For an outsider (like our heroine) this can seem like a difficult game to play, 
both due to her restricted language skills, knowledge and understanding of 
the native customs and the traditions surrounding this interaction, which is 
local and multi-sensual, so to speak. 
Buying a piece of meat involves partaking in chatting to the butcher as well as 
with the other customers, knowing exactly what sort of piece of meat one 
wants etc. This form of interaction allows for the possibility of alterity and 
acting out, as well as the possibility of humiliation as your lack in specific 
knowledge, in this case cuts of meat and (local) social skills, will ‘reveal’ 
themselves in front of a larger audience – the other customers as well as the 
butchers.   
Accomplishing an optimal interaction (thereby obtaining the best cuts of meat 
presumably) with your local butcher thus can apparently take years to perfect, 
and results are by no means guaranteed, so what can one do? 
‘And so it goes, that next time you go shopping you head for the big self-
service store where all the meats are wrapped in cellophane and cardboard 
and is pretty expensive, but at least you can pick and choose in peace.’129 
 
Supermarkets provide a setting that despite generally higher prices, appeals 
to the consumer primarily, and less so to the performer. In this environment 
you are left to your own devices, and time is not serial as in the butchers, it is 
cumulative or flexible rather.  
The self-service lay-out of the store heightens this feeling of flexibility as you 
can return to products while the act of purchasing (now separate from the 
                                                 
129 Ibid.  
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handling of the products) still provides for face-to-face interaction and ‘serial’ 
behavior while queuing.   
It is not a local place socially as the butchers with its specific customs and 
traditions, it is primarily a place of consumption, where the main appeal is the 
avoidance of (unwanted) interaction and attention while consuming, with the 
social and environmental consequences already discussed, and neatly 
summed up by our heroine. ’This is the cowards choice (going to the 
supermarket), and also somewhat boring, because when I go shopping with 
Ursula and Betty I get to experience the butchers from a more fun and quick-
witted side, which shines through when they are ‘handled’ appropriately’.130 
 
The fact, that our heroine experiences the act of going to the supermarket 
largely as an act of cowardice is very interesting. This must imply therefore 
that ideally she would want to shop at the butchers with its particular form of 
interaction and rituals. 
But because she has ‘given up’ trying to make herself understandable (and 
therefore socially recognizable, the two being interrelated), she has therefore 
also given up on the good will of the butcher or the other remembering 
Levinas’ texts on the other, indirectly admitting that she will never fully be able 
to play her role in accordance with the many customs and traditions of the 
local butcher shop, and that probably the butcher will never really accept 
(love?) her, as he apparently does her two English friends Ursula and Betty. 
They will never become close enough (implying a form of intimacy) to 
establish the ‘perfect’ relationship she perceives necessary to obtain the right 
cuts of meat, thereby equating the ideals of identity and closeness with good 
interaction, and when one of these ideals seem unobtainable she rejects the 
whole environment in which this interaction takes place and thus helps create 
another space – the supermarket - which in turn strengthens the overall 
societal withdrawal to the private realm as noted by Sennett and Elias.  
 
So instead of finding her own particular role within the setting of the butcher 
putting her trust in the helpfulness of the other, our heroine shies away from 
                                                 
130 Ibid. 
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such interactional possibilities in favor of the tranquility and silence of the 
supermarket, in what she herself calls the cowardice choice, but which fits 
perfectly with the values of the worldly asceticism were the pleasure of rituals 
and sensual enjoyment through market transfers for example, are suppressed 
or displaced to the private realm of life, not eradicating public life as such, but 
turning previously public places into semi-private spaces as noted by Sennett 
and Zukin.   
Furthermore, she, as a person still craves for these rituals and sensual 
stimulus feeling like a coward without these, and she seems to project her 
feelings of ritual and identity (as a good housewife primarily) onto the only 
thing in the supermarket environment that provides a medium for such a 
transfer and relation: the product. 
Knowing the ethos of the behavior of the staff of the supermarket, and 
recognizing that the universal supermarket interior is devoid of any spatial 
disturbances which might take attention away from the products, as well as 
being a landscape devoted almost entirely to the sense of vision (and 
therefore silence and distance, the anti–thesis to ritual and sensuality as 
experienced in the specialist shop), it is no wonder that this transfer from 
person to product takes place so naturally within the supermarket 
environment, because there simply is nowhere else for its customers to 
transfer such desires.   
 
Without stretching the analytical framework too much, these descriptions 
could be seen as a micro cosmos of the fall of public man. 
When unable to play or interact in the way one would prefer to – in order to 
obtain something material, not forgetting that haggling traditionally was a 
prerequisite for the betterment of material wealth in the marketplace – one 
withdraws from this interaction or situation, as it does not reflect how one 
would like to see oneself.  
The ego, or ‘oneself’, does not want to be humiliated or revealed through 
interaction, which is now representative (not the presentation of a role) of the 
inner ego and ones own perceived inadequacies compared to the perceived 
ideal of the interaction of her friends, and so our heroine goes to the 
supermarket where she feels like a coward.  
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Again the paradox of the ego, to protect the ego you go shopping in silence 
and feel like a coward (presumably your instilled ego makes you feel this 
way?). 
But you prefer this setting to the other where you run the risk of exposing and 
humiliating the ego through poor (now meaning revelatory) interaction; in any 
case you are left feeling bad by your ego! 
Instead of participating in the interaction at the local butchers, which is the 
only way to get to know the strange new customs as well as to find her role in 
this setting, our heroine simply chooses not to – and is able to do so, because 
of the increased mobility of goods becoming routine with the establishment of 
stable global food. 
Our heroine’s fear of revelation seems somewhat thinly disguised as the fight 
against unfair treatment in the form of poorer cuts of meat, because our 
heroine cannot interact as well as the other housewives, who themselves 
might have an interest in ‘playing up’ their ‘special relationship’ with the 
butcher, so as to cement their role and position within this setting, making 
themselves feel more special as the butcher fetches ‘the good’ cuts of meat 
from the back of the shop, a ritual that in itself seems invented for the purpose 
of increasing the loyalty and appreciation of the customers, who – despite of 
overall increased shopping mobility -  still often have no other choice but to do 
their shopping there. 
Indeed increased mobility occupies a central place within the ‘new’ 
supermarket concept, and this mobility gives the place a sense of temporary 
existence – a state of transit as identified by Zukin in supermarkets, described 
by Augé and his overall concept of ‘non-places’, and elaborated on by Sennett 
and his concept of standardized space created by, and creator of economic 
restlessness.  
These sorts of places do not require too much interaction, but can still fulfill a 
(unfulfilled) need for identification and successful interaction, but in a very 
different spatial and social environment, and therefore the nature and level of 
interaction also changes.  The supermarket is perhaps not described as a 
‘non-place’ by our heroine, but her descriptions of the supermarket as a place 
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of an uneasy tranquility does share a certain kinship with Augé’s writings on 
‘non-places’.  
 
Just as the Cartesian gaze within theatres can affect the performance, 
rendering this form of audience ‘participation’ less than neutral, so can the 
silence and individual solitude of the supermarkets impose its own social 
restraints, rendering the overall experience less than neutral for the 
customers.  
The markedly changed experience of the ‘modern’ silent theatres with its 
intentions of providing optimal visual performance-design for all, eradicated 
the inter-relational contact of the audience, changed the audiences’ 
participation with the performers and thus indeed changed the whole 
experience of going to a play, seems to resonate in the design of the food 
market described by our heroine as well.  
 
Interestingly this withdrawal to the supermarket is done for seemingly very 
rational reasons, to get the correct, or good, piece of meat (even if it is more 
expensive) and to get to pick and choose in tranquility, the two hinted as 
being strongly correlated to one and another.  
Our heroine needs tranquility in order to pick the best cuts of meat (herself), 
she prescribes therefore to the belief that objective truths or knowledge is 
obtained best by distance and silence – but somewhat paradoxically, as 
Liebst described, solitude often leads to more product interaction and thus 
purchases – making it economically a flawed rationality.  
Vision is, in the self-service shop the main way of communicating, silence 
ones prerogative upon entry as opposed to the local butchers. 
In a paradoxical way, the supermarket liberates our heroine from the 
restraints of one role while imposing on her its own rituals through its ‘rational’ 
spatial setting, itself reminiscent of the factories and cities needed for its own 
existence, and even imitative of these places’ social interaction with its de-
ritualized work-like behavior. 
Its silence, avoidance of conflict (the customer is always right remember), 
general lack of interaction and extreme visual product focus, all help create an 
environment (landscape?) where we are all perceived as performative equals, 
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but – and maybe because of this lack of outwardly expression – also 
dissociated strangers, as all expressive signs (besides visuals) are severely 
subdued, making any ‘Levinisian Bridge’ unrecognizable.  
Our heroine came to the supermarket because she was fearful of being 
misunderstood, or revealed by the other, and thus helps create a space where 
the possibility of interaction with the other is severely restricted, both by the 
spatial setting as well as the social structures operating in the supermarket 
environment.  
 
It is possible therefore from these extracts, to identify a devaluation of acting 
and rituals surrounding the food purchases in public.  
Our heroine’s preference is directed to the private realm, obtaining the 
‘perfect’ product for the family is of a higher importance than the rituals and 
interaction, that requires specific social skills yes, but which can be quite 
rewarding and even fun as witnessed through the interaction of her friends 
with the butcher. Clearly the worldly asceticism is at once at play ‘It is the 
denying of ritual’131 and gratification for the expectance of a reward in the 
private realm remembering Ashley’s expectance from the introduction of a 
more humane life at the turn of a car-key. 
‘By denying oneself pleasure in concrete experiences, one shows that one is 
a real person. The ability to delay gratification is the sign, supposedly, of a 
strong personality. In protestant terms, it is denying of ritual, especially 
absolution for sins; in capitalist terms, it is the denying of oneself sensually by 
use of one’s money in the company of others. Worldly asceticism thus erases 
sociability through ritual or through expenditure.’ 132  
 
 We cannot know for sure of course if the butchers are blatantly discriminating 
our heroine and disqualifying her efforts, or that the traditions and customs 
are mere residues from a (now) lost world, where prejudice and a certain form 
of ‘village’ fear of the stranger is still in operation, making it impossible for 
anyone but the locals or the ones who uncritically subjects themselves to this 
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interaction (like the animated behavior of the courts) to take part in any 
meaningful interaction.  
In that respect, the supermarket could be seen as an antithesis to the local 
market, made possible by the already mentioned and discussed spatial and 
societal developments occurring in most Western Countries. 
 
But just as the local market can be oppressive in its own way with its traditions 
and often expressive - but hard for the outsider to decipher - customs, so can 
the supermarket be oppressive in its lack of performance possibilities. 
Silence is not neutral, as anyone who has witnessed a play with no applause 
at the end can give testament to, also remembering the hidden power of the 
Cartesian gaze as well, as pointed out by Sennett and Wiles especially. 
Silence, as Sennett points out, is both the breeding ground and part reason 
for the manifestation and expansion of the concept of the ego.  
Supermarkets may have helped democratize consumption as modern 
theatres have democratized Western performance space, but the antithesis to 
democracy must surely be silence? 
‘Silence is order, because silence is the absence of social interaction.’133 
 
Paradoxically, today in the 21st century the standardized environment and 
subdued social interaction of the supermarket can in many situations work 
perfectly well as a surrogate place, though mostly in appearance and 
semiotics and less so in participation and interaction ‘A paradox of non-place: 
a foreigner lost in a country he does not know (a ‘passing stranger’) can feel 
at home there only in the anonymity of motorways, service stations, big stores 
or hotel chains. For him, an oil company logo is a reassuring landmark; 
among the supermarket shelves he falls with relief on the sanitary, household 
or food products validated by multinational brand names.’134 
 
In that way our heroine can be seen as an early archetypical modern 
consumer whose knowledge of ‘natural’ variety (cuts of meat for instance) is 
limited (in this case primarily because of linguistic barriers), instead relying on 
                                                 
133 Sennett (1993) p 215 
134 Kom Ark ? p 106 
 88
the economic rationality to guide the shopping, an apple is an apple, a good 
apple is a big apple from the right company brand.  
Her possibilities to retain more information about the products within the 
supermarket are also limited for the different social and spatial reasons stated 
earlier in this work.  
We are witnessing here a transfer of knowledge from the butcher to the 
slaughterhouse/meatpacking industry, from the visible and semi-public stage 
of the butchers to the invisible stage of the slaughterhouse, and with this 
standardization of meat products (but general for all standardized products) 
the performative and social rituals concerning these products are often made 
superfluous and almost purely visual, decoding semiotics as opposed to multi-
sensual and orally mediated interaction.  
Just as the spatial layout of the industrial farm, the industrial city and the 
supermarket correlates, so it seems that the changed spatial layout of the 
production of meat products for instance, super-impose its own social 
interaction on the retailing environments for its standardized products in the 
form of the standardized supermarket.  
For our heroine, shopping for food becomes a chore to be over with similar to 
the industrial work of the slaughterhouses and farms.  
The sensual rituals and often socially enjoyable acts of shopping for food 
suddenly mirrors the social and spatial context in which the products are 
manufactured, providing evidence for the unavoidable entanglement of spatial 
and social conditions, the two always influencing each other in a continuous 
performance-design.  
A Performance Paradox 
 
What we are able observe, in both the food market and the theatre, is an 
overall reductionism in expressive interaction. This correlates extremely well 
with the strong attachment to the sense of vision, which, as we know, 
demands distance and a degree of silence to work ‘most’ objectively, thereby 
devaluing oral and other sensual sensations like touch, taste and smell, which 
just two hundred years earlier would have been considered indispensable to 
public interaction as described by Elias.  
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Paradoxically the modern ideals of the complete sensually and spatially 
interaction between performer and audience sought achieved by 
contemporary theatre directors like Schechner, had already largely been 
achieved several hundred years before in the Theatrum  Mundi.  
The difference is that Schechner and others saw, and continue to see, 
performative expression as a development towards the ultimate fulfillment of 
intimacy and identity, in an effort to ‘break through’ to the ocular Cartesian 
spectator now occupying the theatres. The Theatrum Mundi achieved this 
through alterity, or the playing of different roles and the acceptance of 
emotional outburst and interaction, but not physical intimacy as such, which 
when applied, often seems to have the direct opposite effect, making the 
audience withdraw from the performance on stage!   
The search for inner identity through intimacy thus seem to do nothing but 
eradicate the spatial possibilities of alterity both in public and in performance 
spaces, turning them into silent, inwards-looking semi-private environments, 
instead of acknowledging that different spaces calls for different social 
interactions and thus rituals.  
 
The spatial features thus seem to correlate with the overall sociological 
development of form over matter, identity over alterity.  
Supermarket environments express, almost completely, the champion of form 
over matter, or at least a strong separation of the two.  
Furthermore, we have identified this development of form over matter in the 
foods sold, as food is judged by the sense of vision primarily, as even 
European Community standards for fruit and vegetables only concern 
themselves with presentation of form rather than taste, smell and touch or 
matter. 
This prevalence of the sense of vision is applied by both the producers, the 
retailers and by the ego  ‘installed’ in most modern customers, who crave 
distance and silence to obtain objective knowledge of the products, while 
protecting their fragile subjective inner-selves through the appliance of 
distance and vision.  
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This bias towards standardized form over organic matter can even be seen in 
the supermarket design itself, with its standardized grid-like features, where 
you can buy every possible produce from around the globe, but in a shopping 
environment that could be everywhere from Mexico City to Copenhagen.  
When accepting form over matter you also accept distance and silence, as 
these are perceived as required prerequisites for the best understanding of 
form. This is again verified by the extreme attention to visually striking, though 
often multi-sensually deprived products often given the highest priority in the 
supermarket. Form and all its implications (distance, vision etc.) are silent and 
the supermarket form imitates and embodies this silence – in a form of default 
performance-design.   
 
This creates an environment where the only meaningful (‘knowledgeable’) or 
sensual interaction is achieved with the products, the personnel often being 
uniformed but uninformed, estranged from the products they sell, or it least do 
not embody them neither in knowledge nor in performativity as is done in 
specialist shops.  
Furthermore, because of the economic rationality guiding the supermarket 
space as shown by Zukin and Liebst, staff is often discouraged from any time 
consuming interaction with customers.  
It is the making of an environment where consumption is not necessarily 
timely nor spatially punctuated by human interaction besides the possible 
internal and private (intimate) communication of the one - or ones - you are 
shopping with, creating an environment where it is only the object of purchase 
that brings any form of purpose and public social ritual with it.  
 
This development reflects a more profound sociological and spatial change 
from earlier forms of interaction, in what could be described as the 
performative displacement or transfer of interaction from people to product. 
You can for the brief moment of purchase experience a sense of human 
interaction and ritual, thereby instilling a social desire to consume more, as 
consumption and products briefly fill the void left by the lack of social contact 
– or alterity. 
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Indeed this also seems to be a part of the answer to why we shop in 
supermarkets, because they socially afford us solitude and simultaneously 
provide us with feelings of community and identity through the purchase of 
products.  
These changes seem to make obvious the subjective social consequences of 
the adoption of apparent neutral spatial features; the supremacy of vision is 
not neutral! 
This preference for vision has helped create the ocular passive spectator, and 
it has aided the development from alterity to identity, from presentation of self 
to representation of the inner-self.  
It has demoted public sensual pleasures besides the purely visual and 
secondly audial, aiding to the overall societal retreat into the private realm as 
the public sphere went quiet and sensually restrictive (today individually self-
imposed by the mind’s eye).  
 
This reductionism in interaction, spatial structures and food products, could be 
regarded as an actual physical transfer of movement. 
Socially this transfer is evident from how historically the interaction within the 
marketplace (and other public and semi-public places as well, remembering 
the history of Western performance space) has moved from being a multi-
sensual social occasion mediated by many face-to-face interactions, to one of 
an almost silent interaction between the individual customer and the products 
or performer.  
This reductionism can also be identified and validated by the decreasing 
number of food products (natural variety) we choose to consume, an apple is 
an apple, and the definition of a good apple is big and visually appealing, as 
exemplified by The Golden Delicious. 
It is the sense and medium of the eye that determines the ‘good’ apple, and 
just as art can be seen as the imitation of life and visa versa, so can the 
supermarket space be seen as the imitation of the preference of the medium 
of the eye and visa versa, encouraging and strengthening the overall 
development towards an ocular focused society and thus indirectly validating 
the normality of the role as passive spectator within the public realm, while 
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simultaneously making most expressive interaction and performance seem 
abnormal.  
The transfer of movement becomes even more evident when we look at the 
amount of energy used to supply, grow and sell our produce. Movement is 
transferred to the field, and the highways of our global food chains and even 
pervades the marketplace where interaction and rituals are subdued by 
(increasing) movement in a form of de-ritualizing process, as opposed to the 
theatre where interaction is often hindered by the lack of movement, its static 
nature.  
The acceleration of time, reflected by the spatial features of the supermarket, 
seems to leave no room for pause or sensuality beyond mere visuals, like 
industrial work it has become a chore to be over with, both because of this 
accelerated time, but also because of the eradication of rituals and sensual 
meanings all sought transferred to the private realm.  
Food products similarly have become - in the supermarket - a direct reflection 
of us as individuals and our identity, abandoned and stripped of its traditional 
role as mediators or instigators of interaction and social customs shared by all 
‘companions’.  
The food products (indeed all products within the supermarket as they are 
often sold in the same way) themselves therefore latently work to increase 
this reductionism or de-ritualizing of expressive behavior.    
 
Significant spatial developments often seem to come with its own social 
interactions (or lack of) and as advocated for by Elias, but the interaction of a 
supermarket for instance is not just determined by its finished design, but 
seem to derive its interaction and ritual from the other places necessary for 
the making of such a place.  
The concept of the supermarket is dependent on the development of global 
food chains, industrial scale farms, large cities etc. 
Thus places seem to reproduce places, imitating not just characteristic spatial 
features (remembering the objective spatial features) but carries with it special 
social and performative traits; did the protestant ethic create the industrial 
farm, or did the industrial farm create the protestant ethic, did consumers 
create supermarkets or did supermarkets create consumers? Again the 
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answer is probably somewhere in between, these being forces dependent on, 
and constantly re-negotiating, each other.  
 
Having tried to answer the questions on why we today prefer to shop (for 
food) in supermarkets, providing historical evidence as to the reasons for this 
development, as well as identifying some of the important social, spatial and 
even environmental consequences of this development, I am still left with the 
notion that this development – although containing concrete historical 
evidence and reasonable theoretical assumptions to explain this development 
and current state of affairs – is one of a paradoxically nature.  
 
We can from our historical material identify, firstly from Elias, that the multi-
sensual pleasures and situations involving our whole sensual apparatus are 
being subdued or strictly prohibited in public, leaving only seeing and 
secondly hearing as means to interact civilized in public – thus triggering a 
transfer, or displacement of multi-sensual pleasures to the private realm.  
The evidence in this work seem to suggest even, that this transfer and 
previous repression, has been the main instigator and creator of the intimate 
private realm as we know it today – private and public not being very different 
entities until recently historically.  
Because of this transfer of multi-sensuality to the private realm, this realm of 
life has thus become idealized and sought implemented – as Sennett 
identifies – on the public realm, creating what he has coined the tyranny of 
intimacies within the public sphere of today. This development is lend 
credence by the historical descriptions from the various texts included in this 
work, from the contemporary market observations of Zukin to Wiles’ historical 
descriptions of Western Performance space.  
As multi-sensuality is transferred to the private realm, it seems to go through a 
process of transformation equating it with intimacy and identity; multi-
sensuality goes from being a natural part in expressive public behavior, to an 
expression (or impression rather) of individual identity, from body’s eye to 
mind’s eye.  
The paradox being, that as multi-sensual interaction (seeing, hearing, smell, 
taste and touch) is repressed publicly, the more it seems to force itself back 
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upon the public realm, but in a new and idealized form where intimacy has 
replaced rituals and identity has replaced alterity.  
The supermarket is a prime spatial example of the eradication of social multi-
sensuality and alterity on behalf of individual identity and private intimacy, in a 
spatial environment (again the paradox) most people would claim to be 
misrepresentative of such concepts of identity and intimacy – again lending 
evidence to the social proposition by Sennett, that the constant search for 
intimacy and identity often works counter to its intentions, not just socially but 
spatially as well.  
 
This development becomes even more ambiguous as we witness that the 
ideal interaction sought achieved and validated by the wish for public intimacy 
and search for identity within both the supermarkets and theatres a-like, 
resembles the interaction ‘naturally’ taking place within Western societies only 
a couple of hundred years ago! 
So today it seems, we are searching for this (lost and therefore idealized) 
multi-sensual experience under the guise of intimacy and identity, equating 
what cannot be equated, separating the I and its (sensual) will, longing and 
striving for what never was (the intimate society) in a manner and in an 
environment (the supermarket) which often, as we have identified in this work, 
works against such wishes of multi-sensuality and social ritual – indeed a 
paradox of civilized behavior.    
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Conclusion 
 
From the contemporary observations and the historical descriptions included 
in this work, it is possible to conclude that our preference for shopping (for 
food) in supermarkets seem to be correlated with a growing attachment to, 
and believe in, intimacy, identity and the supremacy of vision. 
Indeed the spatial features and social interactions within the supermarket 
environment seem only to validate, re-enforce and strengthen these 
attachments, affording us solitude, distance and silence.  
 
Food shopping has gone from a predominantly oral expressive social 
experience to one of a more inwardly private individually orientated 
experience, indicating a shift from alterity to identity. 
This does not mean, however, that public interaction and rituals are altogether 
abandoned within the contemporary food market, just that these rituals and 
manners are now often transferred from people to products. 
From oral transmittance to the semiotics and static visuals of the products, 
carrying with it severe performance consequences as this form of shopping 
coincides with the presumably objective sense of vision and distance; two 
features that seem to reduce and hinder multi-sensual interaction in public, as 
much as forced intimacy does.  
The findings of this work even seem to suggest, that we go to the 
supermarket because the object of purchase becomes the experience of the 
marketplace and public interaction, as the act of purchase today momentarily 
satisfies the ego’s unquenchable thirst for identity through lost ritual and 
interaction.  
This ‘sense’ of purchase pushes one towards the next purchase, as the 
environment induces us to keep moving to fulfill ourselves with objects that  - 
if you accept the theories of Sennet, Levinás, Liebst and Zukin – can never 
fully occupy the role of social interaction as a sense of meaning and purpose.  
 
The reduction in multi-sensual interaction in public has deep historical roots, 
from the courteous and animated behavior of the late Middle Ages to the 
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apparent civilized behavior of the present. It becomes especially potent with 
the rise and acceptance of vision as the supreme mean for objective thought 
and interaction, a development strengthened through the standardization of 
(food) products and shopping environments – form over matter.  
We have gone from the body’s eye to the mind’s eye, which the spatial and 
social features of the Western supermarkets emulates so successfully, and 
also works as part explanatory for its continuing success and spread; but 
which also is part explanatory for the loss of natural diversity and other 
‘external’ environmental consequences, as customers ‘purchase’ food 
products with their eyes primarily.  
The development, going from the eye of the body to the eye of the mind, 
seem to favor cultural diversity over natural diversity, transforming and even 
eradicating our knowledge of food products (natural diversity), in what could 
be termed a form of cultural selection in the 21st century – or the survival of 
the biggest. 
 
This form over matter approach is not contained within the finite environment 
of the supermarket but affects the whole public realm within Western 
Societies.  
Just as the audiences’ of the 19th century theatres started to go silent because 
of the bias towards the sense of vision directing all attention to the performer 
on stage, so did the food market go from being ‘a spectacle of the people, to a 
spectacle for the people.’  
Silence and the supremacy of vision tends to make the ocular spectator the 
norm within the public realm, and sensual passivity a mark of civilized 
behavior, in a paradoxical (though objectively logical) form of general 
performance-design reductionism, imitating and mirroring the spatial and 
social features of the protestant ethics in a constant reproduction. 
This is a development that begs to validate an essential performative point, 
that you rarely can separate the means from the ends, evident in the way food 
shopping has turned into a work-like chore strengthening the dialectics and 
division between work and leisure, private and public. The separation of 
private and public itself a relatively new construct of civilization, that can be 
traced back to the repression of multi-sensuality in public. 
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So as we reduce and equate meaningful interaction with identity and intimacy, 
we seem to be destroying the means (alterity through expressive social rituals 
and multi-sensuality) to a meaningful and joyful public interaction. 
Furthermore, by reducing food to mere products, we have also reduced their 
performance possibilities as mediums for and instigators of interaction, 
leaving us customers without many customs.  
 
This makes the interactions and performance of the supermarket a very 
ambivalent preference, as liberation through solitude and individualism 
expressed through standardization tends to be – the supermarket itself a 
spatial validation of this performance paradox as the extracts from ‘My English 
House’ strongly indicated. 
The contemporary food market seems – compared to earlier - a negligent 
environment for expressive performance and neighborliness of strangers, but 
great for (perhaps more meaningless?) consumption, as the multiplicity of 
public life - and therefore the multiplicity of the individual - is challenged and 
transformed by the supermarket’s performance-design.  
 
 
,  
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Perspectives and Critique 
 
‘Until we have absorbed the lessons of objectivity, impersonality, neutrality, 
the lessons of the mechanical realm, we cannot go further in our development 
toward the more richly organic, the more profoundly human.’ 
Lewis Mumford 
 
This thesis has from its offset been one of inclusiveness, in an effort to 
transcend, re-frame and connect normally different entities of academia and 
life, so as to provide these entities with new meanings to the readers of this 
work.   
I hope this work has been able to illustrate and lend evidence to a 
development, taking place within the broad context of Western society, which 
holds severe social and spatial consequences if not addressed or sought re-
designed. 
These are consequences that go far beyond the world of the food market, and 
I have purposely through this, admittedly very academic, work tried to relate 
entities like nature and culture, theatre and market, spectator and performer 
so as to come up with a coherent and possibly original narrative. 
 
I am painfully aware that many of the initial questions in this work are strongly 
influenced by the social and spatial notions particular to Denmark, resident 
and native country of the author; many Western countries having vibrant 
farmers markets as well as supermarkets. Supermarkets themselves liable to 
differentiation, as they come in a host of varieties, the most exclusive of these 
are funnily enough, often the ones that resemble (or tries to imitate rather) 
most closely the social and spatial environment of the specialist shops they 
sought to replace.   
But the overall social, spatial, performative and even environmental 
consequences of this way of food shopping and interaction seem to be 
applicable to all Western countries, and increasingly so outside the Western 
sphere too, as supermarkets spread around the globe, imposing not just their 
‘neutral’ spatial design but a social and performance codex of its own. A 
Social codex which, as have been proposed in this work, validates and 
 99
reproduces its own spatiality, but which also creates new modes of social 
interaction and reactions to these, in the form of new kinds of farmers markets 
for instance, thereby challenging the objectiveness of this development in a 
continuous performance-design.  
 
This work, despite of its often hard critique (unjust?) of the dominant mode of 
food shopping (supermarkets) and their spatial and social environment, is not 
advocating for the ‘good’ old days and their possible resurrection.  
I often find that we are more critical towards our own age, and rightly so. But 
comparing the present to a static and perhaps idealized picture of the past is 
often done in vain (academically not always politically), realizing that history is 
often just a constantly changing reflection of the time in which it is written, 
rather than an objective slice of history.  
I do not suppose any individual today long for the society of the 17th and 18th 
Centuries, or the strict feudal rule of the Middle Ages despite its performative 
advantages and sensual frivolity. But this does not necessarily mean that 
certain elements of this epoch in time are not worth sought re-introduced so 
as to work as a comparative counterweight to the identified subjective 
(idiosyncratic) values of modernity, with its social and spatial restrictions often 
only validated and accepted because they are believed part of an ‘inevitable’ 
or objective development, super-enforcing suspect dialectics of private and 
public, audience and performer etc.  
 
Because what we call contemporary is always the mix of traditional and 
modern, interwoven, constantly changing and re-negotiating themselves, 
perfectly exemplified by how we in the Western World today are experiencing 
the ‘return’ of farmers markets, themselves often strange repackaged hybrids 
of the former public markets playing on the mythology of the traditional, while 
its customers often seem of the most (super) modern kind.  
Even this work could be seen as a direct reflection of the time it is written, with 
its attempts to link performance-design and environment for instance, and its 
awareness regarding the social and spatial interrelations (Performance-
design); in the same way as LIebst’ writings could be seen as a ‘product’ of 
the seventies with its flowering (and often one-sided) political criticism of 
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consumerism and capitalism, to Sennet’s ‘Fall of Public Man’ directly 
challenging the ideals of intimacy and identity gaining strength in the sixties 
and seventies.   
This historic relativism should not, however, make less of the findings and 
performative paradoxes identified in this work.  
This work has hopefully made clear that apparent objective space comes with 
its own subjective social, performative and even environmental 
consequences.  
If these consequences can be characterized as good or bad, natural or 
unnatural I have not explicitly sought out to define in this thesis, but 
admittedly, I have probably implied a personal bias through this works’ 
theoretical selections and historically identified consequences. 
 
Today, food products formerly reserved for special occasions are now 
available for everyday consumption. Just as expressive multi-sensual 
behavior and performances previously common to the food market and part of 
everyday public culture are now reserved for ‘special’, often private, occasions 
(parties) and particular venues (sport stadiums and music festivals for 
instance).  
I am not implying that food shopping doesn’t continue to be a social occasion, 
just that this sociability is a very different one from earlier. Interestingly, 
because we today seem to place so much emphasis on performance and its 
design, while we in our ‘everyday’ (itself often a performative negating term) 
lives seem to shy away from such expressive forms of interaction.  
Today, in the Western World at least, we do not have the need perhaps to act 
out as much as people did under more repressive forms of feudal reign, 
turning themselves into nobility (treating the actor as a servant to be 
corrected) for the short duration of a play. 
This does not, however, necessarily mean that we do not want to (inter)-act 
more expressively, maybe not in the celebration of product abundance as 
seen in the Middle Ages, but perhaps as a celebration of the human effort and 
skilled cooperation that is needed everyday to maintain our global food chains 
and their end-space (supermarkets), recognizing that rituals and manners 
should celebrate life and not the other way around.   
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Again, this is where the field of Performance-design should and could find 
further academic validation, by questioning and re-designing apparent 
‘everyday’ spatial and social inevitabilities; are the silences of the 
supermarkets and theatres for instance inevitable?  
And perhaps more provocative: Whom do these silences benefit? What exact 
overall changing societal power structures shape these spatial and social 
environments? 
 
When we recognize and identify historical developments, we are also given 
tentative tools to solve or ‘improve’ the environments for such developments, 
mirroring Lewis Mumford’s initial quote, that the order and prosperity of 
objective science/society - as coolly reflected in the (illusionary?) abundance 
of the contemporary supermarket - could bring forward a new more organic 
and sensual social interaction, if we once again let food be sensual public 
pleasures and instigators of voluntary public interaction and performance for 
instance.  
Admittedly this might be a hard feat as the perceived social principles for such 
order and abundance – the Protestant Ethic and Worldly Asceticism – 
apparently seem to work as antithesis’ to such aspirations, superimposing and 
reproducing its own performance-design.  
  
This work has been influenced by many earlier works, and it – so does its 
author believe – could be inspirational to further research into the overall 
relationship between social and spatial conditions regarding food and the 
market especially.  
Public social relations are important beyond the shallow terms of sociability, 
and go deeper to influence the spatiality and overall lives of the humans 
interacting, strengthening the need for investigation into the importance of 
performance, rituals and multi-sensuality beyond the narrow terms of 
‘sociability’, theatre and other institutionalized performance spaces.  
Form and matter need not be separate entities but could and should work as 
complimentary forces– it is not just the food you eat, as (reductionist) 
objective science will have us believe, but also how and with whom you eat 
and shop with.  
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Western supermarkets in this relation seem to be causing what might be 
termed a reversal of the French food paradox135, separating food and 
especially food shopping from significant social ritual and interaction, with 
consequences that - similar to the environmental consequences of the 
modern food chain and retailing – holds consequences far beyond the 
geographical limited environment of the food market.   
‘Super-modern’ individualism as expressed in the supermarket environment 
might seem liberating, but the evidence of this work does imply that it is 
somewhat illusionary (or indeed purely visual) as the individual customer 
continue to ‘Do as others do to be yourself.’136 
Supermarkets continue to make us feel modern, feeling an abstract mass of 
time surely a child of the minds eye, but maybe we should choose to include 
the body’s eye more and start sensing with all our senses, realizing that our 
senses needn’t be divisionary but complimentary – form and matter re-
integrated.  
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
135 The paradox being that French people often eat fatty ‘unhealthy’ foods but 
continue to be healthier and slimmer than in countries with a presumably 
healthier low-fat diet. The reasons for this abnormality are believed to include 
that the French are social diners, only eat one portion and do not snack much 
during the day etc. For a more detailed account please read article by 
Spencer (2004) 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/lifeandstyle/2004/nov/07/foodanddrink.features11  
136 Augé (1995) p 106 
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SuperFarmer.com Essay 
 
It’s early June and in the warmth of the afternoon sun I make my way across 
Copenhagen on my bike, in the distance I can see the big green and red 
balloon towering over the low skyline of Copenhagen, indicating that I’m not 
far from the newly opened farmers market of Copenhagen.  
 
QuickTime™ and a
TIFF (LZW) decompressor
are needed to see this picture.
 
 
The market is situated in the middle of a long and wide boulevard enclosed by 
residential buildings. It is close to the centre of Copenhagen and consists on 
average of between 40 to 50 stalls selling all sorts of food produce. 
The majority sells fresh local fruit and vegetables, some are organically 
grown, some are biodynamic and others are ‘conventional’ but local. These 
differences and their virtues are all prominently displayed on the individual 
stalls and eagerly discussed by customers and producers alike.  
Many visitors express – often loudly – doubts to why they should pay extra for 
biodynamic produce, to which the sellers of these respond in their own typical 
patient manner, knowing through experience that a taste sample often 
provides the best argument – assured by experience that an apple is not just 
an apple, but that each apple is different in its own natural variety, knowing 
that good food design begins in the soil and not in the packaging.  
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Besides the many fruit and vegetables stalls, you have stalls selling cheese, 
milk, meat, sweets, bread, spirits, beer and much more depending on the 
season, you can even buy take away meals made from local produce.  
This market has also a large percentage of Swedish farmers, knowing that 
cultural exchange and understanding is best achieved through the multi-
sensual medium of food (especially if it is good food!) – food produce being 
the first and most basic commodity of the marketplace, not just making us 
richer but more human and civilized.  
 
 
 
Normally I would check the produce available from the different stalls, 
inspecting the quality that varies from week to week with local seasonal 
produce, tasting the fresh strawberries and lettuces that are just about perfect 
this time of year – I even know the specific farms from which they originate.  
 
But being in a hurry today the routine of checking out each stall of the circle 
shaped market is abandoned, and instead I head for the largest stall of the 
market the Superfarmer.com stall, which is situated in the middle of the 
market. This stall is extremely recognizable, as it has attached to its frames a 
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thick robe to which a giant balloon with the logo of the farmers market is 
hovering high above the market.  
It is here I am to pick up a bag of food produce pre-ordered through the 
markets’ internet-site. This is a site where all producers are represented and 
their products are presented, and can be purchased through the producer’s 
own internet sites, or if you wish to purchase multiple items from different 
producers, this can be done through the Superfarmer.com, which basically 
works as a sort of Amazon.com for local food produce, without subscriptions 
but loads of local seasonal choice (which is their slogan incidentally). 
You order by Tuesday evening and can then pick up your goods from the 
market (which is open each Thursday from 10am to 8pm) pre-packed and 
paid for in advance, thus perhaps leaving time for a quick cup of coffee from 
one of the coffee stalls, or a talk with some of the sellers or the people who 
seem to have made the market an all-day hangout.  
The mix of people at the market is varied, mostly older people, mothers on 
maternity leave and local chefs from the neighborhood restaurants before 
noon. After noon people in suits and casually dressed men and women, often 
carrying the obligatory laptop with them, leave their offices and come to the 
market for lunch and some use their midday break to purchase a few items of 
food.  
The afternoon rush sets in just around 4 o’clock with the market circle teeming 
with people, and market activity reaches its height around 6 o’clock followed 
by half an hour of relative tranquility before the students take advantage of 
their 10 percent discount on produce purchased between 7 and 8 o’clock. 
This is a scheme very popular with the bars and café’s in the vicinity of the 
market to which many retreat after shopping.  
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 Even though this farmers market is one of Europe’s largest, still there are 
certain products not available, and a craving for foods not available from the 
multitude of stalls of the farmers market routinely sets in.  
So I head to the nearest supermarket to pick up a favorite chocolate and beer 
of mine, both very non-organic but delicious.  
As I enter the supermarket a man with a brown clipboard approaches me and 
asks, if I have heard about the virtues of DNA food mapping so as to get the 
right nutrition fitting for my special individual needs, indicating that the positive 
implications of such a test (itself easy and free, all that is required is a sample 
of spit tissue and a signature) are too plentiful to be spurned, and that soon 
everybody will have their individual DNA food preferences anyway, its part of 
the development. 
 
I politely decline, and glancing back I see the seller trying out his luck with a 
young mother and her toddler entering the store. Broken sentences with 
words like food-safety, and health in an uncertain world spills from his mouth. 
The toddler stumbles on into the store through the turnstiles, clutching a bright 
yellow half-eaten apple while his mother slowly follows suit. The look on her 
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face indicates that she is still absorbing, and critically so it appears, the many 
messages and virtues of individual DNA food mapping. 
She looks round the store with an expression on her face, that seems to beg 
the question if anyone else in here thinks this DNA mapping is such a good 
idea; but no one responds, silence only breeds silence, and I am by now 
almost at the confectionary shelves where my chocolate, luckily, is on offer 
this week.  
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 108
 
 
Literature and References 
 
 
Books and Anthologies 
 
Ashley, B., Hollows, J., Jones, S. and Taylor, B. (1997) Food and Cultural 
Studies 
Routledge, London, UK 
 
Augé, M. (1995) Non-places: introduction to an anthropology of 
supermodernity 
Verso (imprint of New Left Books), London, UK 
 
Belasco, W., Horowitz, R., (2009) Food Chains  
University of Pennsylvania Press Philadelphia, USA 
 
Blythman, J., (2004) Shopped 
Fourth Estate London, UK 
 
Casey, E.S. (1997) The Fate of Place 
University of California Press Berkeley, USA 
 
Coleman, P. (2006) Shopping Environments 
Architectual Press an imprint of Elsevier Ltd Oxford, UK 
 
Connor, S. (2004) Edison’s Teeth: Touching Hearing 
Berg Publishers, Oxford, UK; 
Holt, F. (Editor) (2008) Æstetik og Design Kompendium Performance-design 
Studienævnet for Performance-design Roskilde, Denmark 
 
Elias, N. (1978) The History of Manners  
Urizen Books, New York, USA 
 
Korsmeyer, C. (2002) Making Sense of Taste 
Cornell University Press New York, USA 
 
Lévinas, E. (2006) Entre Nous  
Columbia University Press New York, USA 
 
Liebst, A. (1976) Bevidsthedsindustri og Irma 
Litteratur og samfund Copenhagen, Denmark 
 
Miller, D. (1998) A Theory of Shopping 
Polity Press Cambridge, UK 
 
 109
Mumford, L (1963) Technics and Civilization  
Harcourt, Brace & World Inc. New York, USA 
 
Pevsner, N., Richards, J.M., Sharp, D. (2000) The Anti-Rationalists and the 
Rationalists 
Architectual Press An imprint of Butterworth-Heinemann Oxford, UK 
 
Pollan, M. (2008) In Defence of Food  
Penguin Books Ltd. London, UK 
 
Schechner, R. (1973) Environmental Theater 
Hawthorn Books Inc. New York, USA 
 
Sennett, R. (2005) Capitalism and the City: Globalization, Flexibility and 
Indifference.  
:Kazepov, Y. (Editor) Cities of Europe, p. 109 – 122.  
Blackwell Publishing Ltd Oxford, USA  
 
Sennett, R. (1993) The Fall Of Public Man 
Faber and Faber Limited London, UK 
 
Tangires, H. (2008) Public Markets 
W.W. Norton & Company, Inc. New York, USA 
 
Visser, M. (1991) Behaving 1: The Rituals of Dinner 
Penguin Books, London , UK;  
Harsløf, O., Holt, F., Wille, N.E. (Editors) Kompendium Performance-design 
Modul 1 2007 
Studienævnet for Performance-design, Roskilde, Denmark 
 
Wiles, D. (2003) A Short History of Western Performance Space 
The Press Syndicate of The University of Cambridge Cambridge, UK 
 
Tuan, Y.F. (1977) Space and Place 
The University of Minnesota Press Minneapolis, USA 
 
Zucker, P. (1959) Town and Square 
Oxford University Press, UK 
 
Zukin, S. (2005) Point of Purchase 
Routledge New York, USA 
 
World Health Organization (2004) Food and health in Europe: a new basis for 
action WHO Regional Publications, European Series, No. 96 
  
 
Articles  
 
Pollan  (2007) Unhappy Meals 
http://www.michaelpollan.com/article.php?id=87 
 110
 
Spencer, M. (2004) Let them eat cake 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/lifeandstyle/2004/nov/07/foodanddrink.features11 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 111
 
Appendix 
 
Notes on illustrative design for Superfarmer.com 
 
The illustrative design of the future farmers market, are loosely based on the 
two essays of this project. The intentions were to create a market that 
combines the ‘efficiency’ of the supermarket with the performative possibilities 
of the more ‘traditional’ food market – reconnecting the consumer with the 
producer, re-establishing through ritual (not intimate) and performance the 
celebration of natural diversity and human cooperation.   
These intentions are sought reflected and implemented in the design of the 
market.  
This – still fictional – market is for the sake of realism designed within a real 
context/environment, in this case Halmtorvet in Copenhagen – a square with 
a rich history as a marketplace incidentally.  
 
 
 
A main point when designing markets is to make them inviting but not 
claustrophobic – people are attracted to other people (in many ways 
mimicking traditional physics where large amounts of matter attracts smaller 
amounts of matter).  
We considered the traditional grid-like market setting, but found that the stalls 
ought to reflect the overall environment and the round features of the square 
and boulevard – coming up with these ‘round grids 
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To optimize the space available, and to make a market that faced outwards 
towards the square (and not like a supermarket which is closed in on itself), 
while retaining the allure and combination of slim passages and wider places 
of exit and pause, mobility and pause being complimentary; we came up with 
the idea of different circle-shaped stalls that should punctuate the market, 
giving the boulevard an air of ‘market’ atmosphere while retaining some order 
and vision.  
The Pyramids are thought as suggestions to places where market visitors can 
rest and take in the market from a more aerial perspective – looking over the 
 113
‘plains’. These could be made on a foundation of containers that could be 
used as storage for the market equipment and maintenance.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
QuickTime™ and a
TIFF (LZW) decompressor
are needed to see this picture.
 
The Superfarmer.com stall is meant to give a center to the market, not just 
fulfilling its role as ‘produce’ mediator, but also as giver of focus and identity to 
the market, and its balloon (along with the pyramids) which should work as a 
visual ‘calling’ signal.  
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An important feat of the market is to co-exist and compliment the recreational 
qualities of the square and the users of these. Strengthening this experience 
with small coffee and food stalls, also adding to a wider sensual atmosphere 
of the market and square as a whole.  
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Overall we hope that these designs could help create a market that celebrates 
natural diversity, and gives the opportunity for people to interact, both very 
expressively as well as more quietly, depending on your desired level of 
participation, that probably differ from week to week.  
The important point being, that performance and expressive interaction is 
possible (if you want) and not necessarily needed in order to procure 
products.  
Form matters, because form can hinder or allow for interaction and the 
‘everyday’ performance that determines the wellbeing and multiplicity of its 
participants.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
